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PREFACE: OUR
EXPERIENCE WITH
FINANCIAL
COMMUNICATION

t was a cold January day in 2017 on a ship in the

port of Rotterdam, which had been converted into

a hotel and conference facility. Anders had gotten
up at 3:30 am to fly in from Copenhagen to partici-
pate in a training program for finance business part-
ners. Christian was already there as a part of the
consulting team that delivered the training. It was the
tirst time Anders and Christian met, and while they
did not know it then, it was the start of a relationship
that would lead to them eventually joining forces as
partners at Business Partnering Institute.
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PREFACE

Here, we help finance teams become more influ-
ential and business-oriented to create value. That was
also the training topic in January 2017, where areas
like influencing skills, problem-solving and struc-
tured communication were part of the agenda. Why
had Anders’ company decided to invest in elevating
these skills in their finance business partners? It was
because they did not have enough impact. They pri-
marily generated financial reports filled with infor-
mation but little insight and no recommendations for
actions to drive better business outcomes.

This is not unique to Anders’ former company but
a general observation we have made working with
clients worldwide. Finance professionals have been
used to working with compliance and control respon-
sibilities and not communicating their insights to
business leaders. We often ask, when conducting
training sessions, how important is communication
for the career success of the participants? With slight
variation, people respond between 9 and 10 on a
10-point scale. Our follow-up question is, how much
formal communication training they have received
during their career so far? Here, they respond between
4 and 5 on the same scale. This massive gap is hurting
finance professionals’ ability to communicate, not
least to professionals outside of finance. If we do
not fix this, companies will create less value. They will

Xiv
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not benefit from a data-driven approach and make
suboptimal decisions.

In our experience, this is not because finance pro-
fessionals do not want to improve their communica-
tion skills. Communicating financials to executives is
one of the most popular training modules in our
learning journeys with companies. Those who inter-
nalize the learnings transform their presentations and
become more impactful. One transformation stands
out in particular to us. This business controller’s
management report consisted of a giant Excel sheet
with ten columns and 20 rows of data, including
detailed explanations of the variances. After our train-
ing, he transformed it into two simple slides compar-
ing actuals with the budget on four overall accounts
and a summary slide with key insights and recom-
mendations for the next steps. It would not be hard
for management to understand this in minutes allow-
ing the discussion to move to planning the next steps.

We know such a transformation would likely cause
anxiety for many finance professionals as it is well
beyond their comfort zone. No one can empathize
with this more than us. In our journey towards becom-
ing partners in a consulting company, we have often
had to step outside our comfort zones. We are both
introverts who have had to learn communication
skills, build relationships and learn how to sell. This is
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not easy; becoming an excellent financial communi-
cator will be equally challenging.

It took Anders ten years to become a good busi-
ness partner and communicator, and there are still
many things he can learn and improve at. Many times
in his career, he has stopped himself from doing what
was right because it felt uncomfortable. Undoubtedly,
this limited his career success and caused him to expe-
rience many frustrations. You are likely feeling some
of the same frustrations, and rest assured that this
book will help you overcome them and take your
career to the next level. You should take comfort that
many elements needed to become an excellent finan-
cial communicator come quite naturally to finance
professionals.

You will likely not be particularly successful the
first time you try any of the concepts we present in
this book. However, those to whom you present will
surely appreciate your efforts. Remember to ask them
for feedback on improving your communication and
presentation for next time. Every presentation you
make will be better, and soon you will experience a
world of difference in communicating financials to
executives.

We frequently hear from individuals we work with
that they get statements like ‘Can finance really do
that?’ or “This is the best financial presentation I have
seen in years’ when they transform their approach to

Xvi
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making management or business case presentations.
We cannot guarantee that you will hear these exact
statements, but we are confident that your audience
will notice the improvement and appreciate your
efforts.

Back on the ship in January 2017, both Anders
and Christian experienced how, in a matter of few
days, these finance professionals would learn to com-
municate differently and how they could present this
elegantly on a business-relevant case they had only
been introduced to at the beginning of the training.
This proved that it was possible to do it differently;
however, just like these finance professionals from the
ship in Rotterdam, you must commit to changing
your communication style over a more extended
period. In our experience, it could take months, if not
years, to master the principles of communicating
financials to executives.

We believe in your ability to improve and know
that the practical steps we will present in this book
will quickly guide you towards a different way to pres-
ent financials. You may find this different way uncom-
fortable, but we encourage you to love the idea for at
least five minutes and try it out before casting it aside.
In our experience, financial communication makes
the difference in career success for most finance pro-
fessionals. Unfortunately, most finance professionals
struggle significantly today. We hope this book will be
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the famous line drawn in the sand where you say
‘Enough!” to poor financial presentations and go
down a different path. We are here to support you on
the new path and wish you good luck reading the
book and trying the new principles for communicat-
ing financials to executives.
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CHAPTER ONE

WHY FINANCIAL
COMMUNICATION
TO EXECUTIVES
REQUIRES SPECIAL
ATTENTION

verything we do as finance and accounting

E professionals eventually boils down to a
moment of communication. Hit send on an
e-mail. Stand in front of the leadership team. Be
approached by a business leader at the coffee machine.
Design a self-service dashboard. You can keep adding
examples. These are all moments of communication.
In these moments of communication, we should
harvest the fruit of our labor. All the long hours we
use to analyze the numbers to understand what is

1
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happening and the underlying root causes. Now, we
need to reap what we have sown. Unfortunately,
we often fail to adequately articulate our ideas and
insights. That is a real shame!

It hurts our careers and, even worse, our business
results. Executives are screaming for us to deliver
insights from the financials and beyond. They receive
pressure from investors, the board, the CEO and stake-
holders from the broader society. They need to make
decisions much faster today than just a few decades ago,
and the rate of change and volatility is only increasing.

It is easy to blame it on the executives. You have
done the analysis and prepared the presentation. It is
all there. You need to look at it and figure it out.
However, that is only how it seems from our perspec-
tive. Most executives are not numbers people’ and,
indeed, not financial people. It is not intuitive for
them to understand our analysis and numbers. They
need us to communicate in a way that is simple and
easy to understand and leads to tangible actions.

Our experience is that most finance and account-
ing professionals cannot do this. We will dive into the
challenges they face in the next chapter. However, we
typically communicate in too many details, with no
apparent structure and with no obvious recommen-
dation. This is very ineffective and leaves executives
to make pure gut or experience-based decisions that
are bound to be suboptimal.
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THE PRESSURE IS
MOUNTING ON
EXECUTIVES

Executive tenure has been on a downward trend for
decades, and there is widespread short-termism in
the corporate landscape. In many parts of the world,
executives only steer towards the next quarterly
earnings release, and if the company is owned by
private equity, the pressure is even higher. In this
environment, executives need to deliver results,
and they will grasp almost anything to help them
make better decisions.

Most executives do not have a financial back-
ground, and even if they get some financial exposure
on MBA courses or similar, that is not enough to give
them solid financial acumen. In addition, they are very
busy people with limited mental capacity. On any
given day, they may have six to ten meetings where
presentations are given, and people down the ranks
are pushing for decisions to be made. That is why they
need solid data to back their decision-making.

Data-driven decision-making has been a strong
mantra amongst executives in the past decade. They
understand the power of Big Data and use Data
Science and Advanced Analytics to harness it. All they
ask is that the insights derived from the analysis are
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communicated in a manner they can -easily
comprehend.

Understanding that a decision backed by data is
not necessarily good is essential. On average, it is a
better decision than one not backed by data.
However, it needs to be paired with the experience
of business leaders and a facilitated dialogue
between them. This plays a vital role in removing
bias from decision-making and ensuring that the
assumptions made are documented and can be fol-
lowed up on.

INSIGHT x INFLUENCE =
IMPACT

The benefits of making data-driven decisions are
undisputed, and you will be hard-pressed to find an
executive who will refuse to listen to insights that
can improve a specific decision. It is not enough to
be right, as we must gain buy-in and acceptance for
our insights to be factored into decision-making.
We have put the relationship between insights and
what we label ‘Influence’ on a formula. We express
the ability to create an impact, e.g. increased value
creation (Figure 1.1).
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Figure 1.1 The Impact Equation.

© #

Insights x  Influence = Impact
We provide new And build trusted To improve decisions
perspectives relationships to get and maximize value
and recommendations buy-in creation

An insight can be defined as a novel piece of infor-
mation that enables executives to make a better deci-
sion. Thus, it is an unexpected shift in the way we
understand things. In other words, insight is new
information that challenges our existing understand-
ing, causes us to re-examine our assumptions and
potentially changes our perspective (Dykes, 2020).

Influence is perhaps more intangible to define.
However, we can refer to the Buddha’s words: ‘An idea
that is developed and put into action is more impor-
tant than an idea that only exists as an idea’ Restated,
this means influence moves your insight from an idea
to something acted upon. How do finance profession-
als influence executives? We can break it down into
three distinct parts.

1. Be customer-centric: Influencing business
stakeholders by empathizing with them to pro-
pose relevant solutions that address their
challenges - not just financial issues.
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2. Communicate with impact: Influencing busi-
ness stakeholders by being expert communica-
tors who can leverage divergent and convergent
thinking to explore win-win outcomes.

3. Lead the way forward: Influencing business
stakeholders by making clear recommenda-
tions that pave the way forward while also dar-
ing to drive the implementation of your ideas.

Influence goes beyond communication, but it is a
critical element. We could rephrase the three parts:
why we communicate, what we communicate and
how we communicate.

WHY: We communicate to address the critical
priorities of executives. This also means there is
no purpose to communicating if you are not
working on a problem that interests the
executive.

WHAT: We communicate insights derived from
our financial analysis and problem-solving pro-
cesses with a clear reccommendation on address-
ing critical priorities. This also means that
communicating has no purpose if you do not
have relevant insights to address the priorities.

HOW: We communicate in a way that is easily
understood by executives, making it straight-
forward to consider our insights into their
decision-making process. This also means that

6
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if your communication is not tailored to the
executives needs and preferences, there is no
point in communicating your insights since
they are not likely to be considered.

This book focuses on the HOW and presents a
simple framework for financial communication that
builds on Barbara Minto’s Pyramid Principle (Minto,
2010). We fully recognize the importance of WHY
and WHAT, which we will now briefly review.

THE PURPOSE
OF FINANCE

The finance function in companies has distinct
purposes. One is compliance, which is governed by
rules and regulations. Another is control, which is
bound by promises made by executives, e.g. in the
strategy or a budget. The final part is advisory, to
drive value creation through improved decision-
making, and it is not stipulated anywhere but
through our ambition to create an impact.

« Compliance: All companies must abide by spe-
cific rules and regulations. Regarding financials,
this could be accounting practices, e.g. IFRS or
GAAP, filing responsibility for financial state-
ments, etc. Executives likely do not care much

7
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for this part; however, compliance will keep
them out of trouble, so they expect the CFO to
handle these matters.

« Control: Most companies make financial com-
mitments through budgets or similar docu-
ments. For listed companies, these expectations
are communicated to the market, and failure to
meet expectations may have significant finan-
cial consequences. Finance, therefore, must
exercise control over the progress of meeting
expectations. This includes internal financial
reporting and ongoing follow-up with execu-
tives on how they are performing.

o Advisory: This element of data-driven decision-
making is at the core of what we cover in our
book. However, it is possible that executives
already make great decisions and value above
expectations is created. Hence, they may reduce
Finance to an automated and outsourced ser-
vice if they do not feel that Finance contributes
positively to making better decisions.

To remain relevant, we must deliver on the advi-
sory part. That reason alone should convince CFOs
and senior finance leaders that investing in increasing
their teams’ ability to communicate financials is
essential. However, investing in and significantly
improving this ability is not enough. We must also
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prove that our efforts are making an impact. Here, we
can highlight three specific measures.

1. Business results: Finance succeeds when the
business exceeds expectations, as we are all in
the same boat. This simple relationship can
trickle down to all finance-to-business relation-
ships in the organization. It should be reflected in
the personal objectives of finance professionals
who support executives in reaching their goals.

2. Customer satisfaction: Executives see value
in having Finance at the table. As mentioned,
itis entirely possible that executives can deliver
great business results without advice from
Finance. Hence, we must ask them if they
think our advice contributes to reaching their
goals.

3. Value interventions: Finance identifies and
implements real business improvements. Finally,
executives may be successful without our advice
yet they are happy with the support they get.
Perhaps they simply appreciate getting the
monthly numbers on time and that we are on
top of compliance and control. Therefore, we
must be able to drive real business improve-
ments and document the impact. Furthermore,
we must be able to articulate precisely what we
did that drove these improvements.
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The WHY of financial communication should
now be crystal clear. If we want to create an impact,
we may even label it as a burning platform for Finance.
If we do not make an impact, we may be reduced to an
automated solution driven by artificial intelligence.

THE VALUE
OF FINANCE

To earn a seat at the table, we must bring something
unique that business leaders do not know. Earlier,
we labeled these as insights, and we can further
divide them into three distinct parts.

« Running the business: Insights that allow daily
business operations to run efficiently to ensure
consistent quality and continuous delivery of
products and services.

« Changing the business: Insights to help drive
business optimizations and process improve-
ments to improve the business and run more
effectively.

o Growing the business: Insights related to
change initiatives, business cases and invest-
ments to explore opportunities related to new
processes, products, or markets.
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