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a changing mandate  
for finance
over the past decade, cFo research services has docu-
mented the broad transformation of the finance function 
from steward of accounting, control, compliance, and 
financial reporting to key adviser on strategic planning, 
operating efficiency, and, ultimately, value creation.

in the years leading up to the recent economic down-
turn, our research showed that finance executives were 
keenly interested in improving dimensions of their busi-
ness partnership—in particular, the finance function’s 
ability to measure and manage business performance; its 
contribution to planning, budgeting, and forecasting; and 
its support for business decision making. as the recent 
financial crisis broke, however, many finance executives 
at mid-size companies were forced to snap their attention 
to finance fundamentals: liquidity and funding, balance-
sheet management, and cost control.
 

Finance executives are bringing  
financial discipline and sound  
strategies together to produce  
sustained, profitable growth.

as the economic recovery gradually gains traction, these 
new survey results show that finance executives have great 
appreciation for the financial and cost discipline that saw 
their companies through difficult times. although they 
aspire to maintain hard-won financial discipline and effi-
ciency as a platform for growth in the recovery, finance 
executives are clearly aware that solely pursuing efficiency 
is an unlikely path to prosperity. Their task in this fragile 
and uncertain recovery is to bring financial discipline 
and sound strategies for business expansion together to 
produce sustained, profitable growth.

in this report, we will explore the role that finance execu-
tives see for the finance function and for themselves in 
promoting growth and prosperity at their companies. 
what are the greatest contributions that the finance func-
tion can make to their companies’ efforts to grow in a post-
downturn world? and what lessons will finance executives 
carry forward with them into the future? we surveyed 231 
senior finance executives at mid-size companies in the 
united states to find out.
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Figure 2. Cost reduction, cash and working capital management, and planning, budgeting, and forecasting have 
become much higher priorities for improvement as a result of the economic downturn.
 
In your opinion, to what extent has your company’s interest in improving the following finance activities changed as a 
result of the economic downturn?

Figure 3. Finance executives expect to maintain spending 
discipline in the course of the recovery.
 
In your opinion, how likely is your company to maintain its current 
level of spending discipline over the course of the coming recovery?
 

Figure 4. Companies have become more financially conservative 
as a result of the recent downturn. 

Is your company more financially conservative (i.e., more 
committed to maintaining a strong balance sheet, a lean cost 
structure, low working capital, and high levels of liquidity) as a 
result of the recent economic downturn?

Figure 5. Finance executives see financial conservatism as a 
positive competitive differentiator in their respective business 
sectors.

In my company’s business sector, financial conservatism is likely 
to _________________________ over the course of this recovery.
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of industries.  



   

plans and priorities for  
the finance function
when the financial markets ground to a near standstill in 
the recent global financial crisis, many mid-size companies 
found that their survival depended on their ability to execute 
fundamental finance activities: funding the company, 
managing cash and working capital, and promoting effi-
ciency. now that credit constrictions are easing, the capital 
markets are recovering, and demand for goods and services 
is gradually reviving, we asked finance executives to tell us 
how the experience of the downturn has influenced their 
finance-improvement priorities.

survey results show that finance executives are reluctant to 
surrender the financial and cost disciplines that served them 
so well during the downturn. Finance executives most often 
say that improvement in cost reduction has become a “much 

higher” priority at their companies as a result of the economic 
downturn (39%); the same number of respondents say that cash 
management has become a much higher priority. (see Figure 2.)

Many survey respondents also show a keen interest in 
improving planning, budgeting, and forecasting—a capa-
bility that has been sorely tested at many mid-size companies 
by volatile prices and pervasive uncertainty. twenty-nine 
percent of respondents say that improving planning, 
budgeting, and forecasting has become a much higher 
priority at their companies (the same number of respondents 
note that working capital management has become a much 
higher priority as a result of the downturn). and in response 
to open-ended questions, many finance executives confirm 
that providing timely, relevant information and analysis to 
support decision making will be among the most valuable 
contributions that the finance function can make to their 
companies’ growth efforts. 
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Finance executives see financial  
discipline as a platform for growth in 
a challenging recovery. 

Many finance executives in their responses to open-ended 
questions echo survey results indicating a sustained 
commitment to cost control. Finance executives confirm 
that monitoring and controlling costs is one of the most 
valuable contributions that the finance function can 
make to their companies’ growth efforts in the recovery. 
certainly mid-size companies brought tremendous disci-
pline to their management of costs throughout the down-
turn. we asked respondents to consider, for example, the 
tactics they brought to bear to manage indirect expenses 
(including sG&a costs) throughout the downturn. 
seventy-seven percent of respondents say they negotiated 
aggressively with suppliers for price or service conces-
sions at least to some extent; nearly as many (74%) say 
they enforced stricter spending policies or introduced 
more-robust spending controls. and more than half of all 
respondents (60%) say they brought heightened scrutiny 
to expense reports and supporting documentation.

Finance executives confirm that their companies are 
shifting focus from profitability to top-line growth (two-
thirds of all respondents confirm that their companies 
have become at least somewhat more focused on top-
line growth, as opposed to profitability, over the past 
year). survey results give little indication, however, that 
finance executives anticipate relaxing their attention to 
cost control as they apply themselves to those growth 
efforts. More than half of all respondents (54%) say their 
companies definitely will maintain their current levels of 
spending discipline in the course of the coming recovery; 
another 38% of respondents say their companies will 
probably maintain current spending discipline. only 7% 
of respondents say they probably won’t maintain current 
levels of spending discipline (and a minuscule 1% of 
respondents say they definitely won’t). (see Figure 3.)

as we’ll see in the next section, although finance execu-
tives at mid-size companies recognize some tension 
between financial conservatism and the growth impera-
tive, they also see financial and cost discipline as an 
important platform—even a precondition—for growth in 
this challenging and uncertain recovery.
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The finance function’s contribution to growth

Finance executives on the post-recession path to progress

Finance can  
contribute to  
growth by…

…promoting financial  
discipline and 

 helping to create a 
solid financial 

 foundation for 
growth.

…providing timely, 
relevant information 

and analysis to  
support decision 

 making.

…engaging more 
closely with  

business-line  
management.

We asked, “What is the greatest contribution that the finance function can make to your 
company’s efforts to grow in the coming recovery?”

CFO, aerospace/defense: “Providing solid working capital to support continued growth;  
investment in capital equipment, training, and strong leadership.”

CFO, wholesale/retail trade: “Maintaining a high level of cash so we can take advantage of 
good opportunities. Reexamining all costs to look for cheaper alternatives.”

CFO, construction: “Creating visibility into the business and providing an  
avenue for banks and bonding companies to extend financing to our business.”

CFO, telecommunications: “Steering us clear of bad choices (overpriced  
acquisitions, concessionary pricing). Helping us to take appropriate risks to 
grow the business.”

CFO, business/professional services: “Providing more-timely information that senior  
management can use to make decisions. Coming up with some leading indicators that will 
help us see if the business is sliding or improving before it really happens.”

EVP of finance, financial services/real estate/insurance: “Increased financial modeling and 
more ‘what-if’ analysis to assess the impact of various business strategies.”

Director of finance, wholesale/retail trade: “Providing fact-based data analysis whenever 
possible, so that senior management has sound information to make decisions. Being 
objective and forward-looking so that forecasts are realistic, up-to-date, and informative. 
Continuing to analyze all parts of the business to maximize unit profitability.”

Director of finance, public sector/nonprofit: “Taking a hard look at budgets and forecasts for 
new projects. We can’t afford any losers.”

VP of finance, manufacturing: “Walking the production floor and interacting with the  
operations personnel so they have a better appreciation of the financial impacts of their  
decisions.”

CFO, health care: “Working side by side with product owners [in the business lines] to  
assist them in understanding the performance of our products. Risk-management  
framework development.”

CFO, public sector/nonprofit: “Oversight of other departments  
primarily as it relates to cost containment.”
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The pros and cons of a 
financially conservative 
posture
we asked survey respondents to tell us whether their 
companies are more financially conservative—that is, 
more committed to maintaining a strong balance sheet, 
a lean cost structure, low working capital, and high levels 
of liquidity—as a result of the economic downturn. More 
than three-quarters of respondents (78%) say “yes,” their 
companies have become more financially conservative; 
only 14% of respondents say “no” (8% of respondents say 
“it depends”). (see Figure 4.)

In open-ended responses, finance 
executives say that their experience in 
the downturn reinforced the value of 
financial conservatism as a fundamental 
management discipline. 

That companies have become more financially conserva-
tive in the wake of a deep downturn precipitated by a credit 
crisis is not surprising, to say the least. More interesting 
are survey results reflecting finance executives’ percep-
tion of this shift. two-thirds of respondents, for example, 
say that financial conservatism is likely to contribute to 
competitive advantage in their business sector over the 
course of this recovery. only 23% of respondents say that 
financial conservatism is likely to detract from competi-
tive advantage. (see Figure 5.)

This continuing commitment to financial conservatism is 
a reflection, surely, of ongoing economic uncertainty and 
a changed credit-market landscape. But finance executives 
also indicate in open-ended responses that their experi-
ence in the downturn reinforced the value of financial 
conservatism as a fundamental management discipline 
(see “Benefits of financial conservatism,” page 6). even in 
an environment of abundant resources and rapid growth, 
waste is still waste; poor decision making still impairs 
performance. The difference in a recovery characterized 
by volatility, uncertainty, and lingering resource scarcity is 
that the stakes are much higher. 
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Finance executives on the post-recession path to progress

Benefits of financial conservatism

Financial  
conservatism helps 

companies…

…prepare for growth 
in a changed economic 

and regulatory  
landscape.

…hedge against 
economic  

uncertainty.

…maintain  
profitability amid 

fierce competition and 
price pressure.

…demonstrate 
strength to key  

business partners— 
financial institutions, 

suppliers, and  
customers.

…boost  
responsiveness by 

increasing decision 
making speed and  

flexibility.

…provide a  
foundation for  

pursuing  
opportunities  

without taking on 
undue risk.

…maintain  
human capital.

We asked, “In your opinion, how would your company benefit from financial  
conservatism in the coming recovery?”

CFO, wholesale/retail trade: “I believe that Bill Gross and others have it right 
with their ‘new normal’ theory. Given the overhang caused by excessive leverage 
with companies and consumers, economic growth is going to be relatively muted 
for a while. However, efforts to strengthen America’s balance sheet in the me-
dium- and long-term (reforming entitlements and the tax policies), when coupled 
with pro-growth fiscal policies, will light up the economy. So… financial conserva-
tism is necessary for a rebound, but not sufficient in itself.”

CFO, auto/industrial/manufacturing: “Ability to survive in slow/stagnant eco-
nomic environment. Europe contagion is a major concern.”

CFO, hardware/software/networking: “Focus on lean principles is required to help 
us remain price competitive in a fiercely competitive environment.”

CFO, auto/industrial/manufacturing: “Ability to show suppliers financial strength 
(staying power) to increase terms, credit lines. Ability to show customers financial 
stability in order to win new programs and expand existing programs.”

CFO, construction: “We are able to sell to customers because we can truthfully 
assure them that we are financially capable of completing and standing behind 
the work.”

CFO, auto/industrial/manufacturing: “Strong financial and cash position allow for 
easier investment decisions: no bank or investor pressures limiting options.”

CFO, aerospace/defense: “Positive cash flow allows us to fund the bulk of dis-
cretionary expenditures internally, particularly acquisitions and capital expendi-
tures. These internal funds are sufficient to fund the bulk of both operations and 
discretionary outlays.”

CFO, wholesale/retail trade: “Our financial conservatism has allowed us to enter 
the downturn with no debt, inventory in stock, service at record levels, and the 
ability to pursue opportunities in high-potential channels, while maintaining our 
human capital.”

CFO, business/professional services: “Other companies will not hire people as 
fast as they might need to in order to win projects. We already have the people on 
the ground.”

Director of finance, public sector/nonprofit: “Ability to maintain employee raises, 
retirement plan contributions, and bonuses. Very important to employee morale.”



what these results show is how difficult decision making 
can be in this post-downturn business environment—
particularly if a company is striving to succeed, not just 
survive. when it comes to financial conservatism, for 
example, uncertainty fuels finance executives’ sense of the 
drawbacks of a financially conservative posture—just as 
uncertainty underpins their sense of its advantages. (see 
“Drawbacks of financial conservatism,” page 8.) in other 
words, a financially conservative stance in this environ-
ment is the most competitively advantageous one...unless a 
company misses key growth opportunities as a result.

CFOs at mid-size companies are  
confident that the hard-won  
discipline of the downturn will serve 
their companies well as they seek a 
path to prosperity in a changing  
business landscape. 

For many finance executives who answered our survey, the 
most troubling question comes down to how one gauges 
economic landscape. one cFo at a food/beverages/
consumer packaged-goods company points out that asking 
about behavior in the recovery assumes that a recovery is 
under way (or at least imminent). This, in the executive’s 
view, is the wrong way of looking at the question of the 
benefits and drawbacks of financial conservatism: “if there 
were an enormous recovery that outstripped supply, and 
we failed during this period of time to maximize share and/
or have the opportunity to take greater margin in the next 
few years—that would be a disadvantage of being finan-
cially conservative. But the question is based on a false 
premise. ‘coming recovery’ is predictive. absence of reces-
sion does not mean ‘recovery’; it could mean more of the 
same...just different.” if more of the same is indeed in store 
in the broader economy, then it would stand to reason that 
the financial conservatism that has helped companies cope 
with these difficult conditions would also be in order. But 
what if it isn’t? and how are finance executives to cope with 
a landscape that may be changing—but not necessarily for 
the better? as another cFo put it, “sitting on a pile of 
cash during a period of hyper-inflation is the worst-case 
scenario. it would be an easier question to answer if we 
knew more about the nature of the ‘coming recovery.’” 

survey results show that many finance executives are strug-
gling with these issues—and that they are seeking more 
and better information and analysis to gain a deeper under-
standing of their post-downturn business environment.

For now, in the face of pervasive uncertainty, it seems clear 
that finance executives are relying on the financial and cost 
discipline that served them so well through the downturn 
to continue to serve them through a halting recovery—
conditions so challenging that the label “recovery” seems 
like a misnomer to many. The ability to fully reconcile 
that discipline with the risk-taking that naturally accom-
panies growth will be a critical competitive differentiator 
in the months ahead. survey responses show that senior 
finance executives at mid-size companies are confident 
that the hard-won discipline of the downturn will serve 
their companies well as they seek a path to prosperity in a 
changing business landscape. 
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Drawbacks of financial conservatism

Finance executives on the post-recession path to progress

Drawbacks of 
 financial conservatism 

include…

…reduced ability to 
compete.

…lost sales  
(and damaged  

customer  
relationships) due to 

a reluctance to extend 
credit.

…missed  
opportunities.

…missing growth  
opportunities while 

cost structure remains 
in place.

We asked, “In your opinion, what are the drawbacks, if any, of financial conservatism 
in the coming recovery?”

CFO, aerospace/defense: “With a shrinking defense budget, competition for  
U.S. [Department of Defense] services will be fierce. Being too financially conser-
vative at this point will almost guarantee one’s decline in the current market.”

Controller, auto/industrial/manufacturing: “If we are too conservative, in par-
ticular when granting credit to customers, then sales will suffer.”

CFO, business/professional services: “Risk-aversion to opportunities with higher 
risk or longer payback periods.” 

CFO, health care: “May miss out on some opportunities to invest in  
bargain-basement purchase options for previous competitors.”

CFO, construction: “Reluctance to pursue riskier projects, reluctance  
to reduce profit margin to land new awards.”

CFO, pharmaceuticals/biotechnology/life sciences: “Potentially miss out on  
a new piece of business by not taking a risk/investment on a new piece of  
equipment or potential hire.”

Director of finance, wholesale/retail trade: “By not opening new units or  
acquiring other concepts, our core SG&A structure will become a barrier to overall  
profitability as underperforming units close. We eventually would not have 
enough units to be profitable.”
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sponsor’s statement
 
as mid-size companies turn their focus from recovery to growth, they’re careful not to forget the lessons learned during 
the recession. They know that the financial discipline and cash management strategies that helped them survive the past 
few years are not only necessities in today’s business environment, but pre-conditions for growth and prosperity. 

today, thousands of companies turn to american express for advice and solutions that can help them hone the strategies 
they developed during the recession. whether optimizing working capital, introducing more robust spending controls, or 
helping to negotiate better rates with suppliers, we help clients not only maintain their focus on fundamentals, but find 
new ways to help their companies grow. 

insights into spending
 
companies rely on american express’ suite of corporate payment solutions, as well as our consultative approach, to gain 
valuable insights into their spending patterns and behaviors. our expert analysis combined with detailed spending data 
helps increase visibility into their spending, so they can monitor payments and enforce policies more effectively, identify 
savings opportunities, and make smarter decisions about their expense management program.

         Darryl Brown
         executive Vice president, u.s. commercial card
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