
Financial top executives pay too little attention to the 
effectiveness of their controllers and the required co-
herence of initiatives to improve this. Although they 
sometimes do make successful specific innovations, for 
most of the companies involved in this research there is 
no clear strategy in place for this sustainable effective-
ness improvement. 

T
hese are the results from 
our research in which 
20 financial top execu-
tives of renowned Dutch 
companies in multiple 

industries participated. The results 
of this research do not come as a 
surprise. The Finance function has 
had a lot to deal with over the last 
few years. Concerns to keep up the 
bottom-line and reduce working 
capital investment have been a top 
priority. Before that it was all about 
getting Shared Services in place and 
meeting ever tightening transpa-
rency requirements. In short: no 

attention was paid to the effecti-
veness of controllers. But how do 
you approach this? That’s where we 
have suggestions. We first looked 
at how to define this effectiveness.  
Then, together with our intervie-
wees, we looked at a few influencing 
factors considered instrumental to 
realise a higher effectiveness level. 
We focused on the quality of the 
management information, the com-
petencies of controllers and the or-
ganisation of Finance (see figure 1).  
 
Next to these ten, other influencing 
factors were identified by the inter-
viewees. For example the style of 
management, information techno-
logy, the role and teamwork of the 
CEO and CFO and the corporate 
culture. For practical reasons these 
factors have not been included in 
the scope of this research. However, 
these factors will be valuable focus 
points of further research.

What are the findings of 
this research? 

Initially, the participants indicated 
to what extent they agree with the 
importance of each of the ten influ-
encing factors and the two measures 
of effectiveness. Remarkable is the 
relatively strong consensus of the 
participants on these factors and 
measures (figure 2). There was one 
factor that showed a considerable 
divergence. That was the importance 
of having explicitly defined and com-
municated cause and effect relation-
ships of KPI’s. According to the ma-
jority of participants defining these 
relationships to indicate how KPI’s 
contribute to the realisation of the 
company’s strategic objectives is not 
considered necessary. The concept of 
making these relationships explicit is 
considered to be too theoretical for 
practical use. Additionally, these cau-
se and effect relationships would be 
sufficiently understood even without 
being made explicit in the manage-
ment reports. 
 
Another remarkable finding is that 
most companies acknowledge having 
a large improvement potential in 
the effectiveness of their controllers. 
Most participants confirm that their 
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AREAS OF INFLUENCE ON MI USE AND 10 MEASURES:

QUALITY OF MI:
1. Non-financial KPI’s in place
2. Leading KPI’s in place
3. Explicit cause & effect relationships of KPI’s

COMPETENCIES OF CONTROLLERS:
4. Controllers are assertive, challenging & independent 
5. Controllers are team players
6. Controllers have the required knowledge
7. Competency profiles of BC’s

8. BC/FC split in place
9. Finance is a one-stop-shop for performance information
10. Formal & dual performance mgt. process of BC’s 

ORGANISATIOM OF FINANCE:

2 EFFECTIVENESS MEASURES OF MI USE: 

USE OF MI IN THE DECISION MAKING PROCESS:

2. Supporting and monotoring of performance 
 improvement actions   

1. Future performance impact

Figure 1 

1. 
Non Finan

cia
l K

PI’s

2. 
Lead

ing K
PI’s

3. 
Exp

lic
it c

au
se

 &
 effe

ct 

re
lat

ionsh
ips o

f K
PI’s

4. 
Ass

erti
ve

, c
hall

enging &
 in

dependent 

5. 
Contro

lle
rs

 ar
e te

am
 play

ers

6. 
Contro

lle
rs

 hav
e th

e re
quire

d know
ledge

7. 
Com

petence
 pro

file
s o

f B
C’s

8. 
BC/F

C sp
lit

 in
 plac

e

9. 
Finan

ce
 is

 a 
one-s

top-s
hop fo

r 

perfo
rm

an
ce

 in
form

at
ion

10
. F

orm
al 

& dual 
perfo

rm
an

ce
 

m
gt. p

ro
ce

ss
 of B

C’s

11
. F

utu
re

 perfo
rm

an
ce

 im
pac

t

12
. S

upporti
ng an

d m
onito

rin
g of 

perfo
rm

an
ce

 im
pro

ve
m

ent a
cti

ons

Consensus about the
importance (%)

Availability (%)

AREAS OF INFLUENCE ON MI USE BY CONTROLLERS AND EFFECTIVENESS

%
 O

F 
PA

R
TI

C
IP

AT
IN

G
 C

O
M

PA
N

IE
S

Figure 2: Scores of participating companies
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controllers could contribute much 
more to the focus of management 
teams on future performance and 
the identification and monitoring of 
performance improvement actions. 
This is hardly surprising if we look at 
the company scores on the influen-
cing factors of this effectiveness: on 
average each company only scores 
positively on 3 or 4 of the total 10 
factors involved in this study. The 
coherence of KPI’s (3.) and the soft 
skills of controllers (4. and 5.) are 
the “weakest links” for most organi-
sations. 

What do these findings 
tell us?
Scoring positively on only a few in-
fluencing factors does not contribute 
significantly to the overall effective-

ness of controllers. The chain is only 
as strong as its weakest link. That is 
why it is important to improve your 
score on the influencing factors in 
a coherent way. Quite understanda-
ble if you look at the daily practice. 
What does the business need to look 
at if there are still voids in your 
management information? What 
impact of your management infor-
mation can you expect if controllers 
do not have the required skills to tell 
the story behind the numbers? “Peo-
ple believe people”. Mere numbers 
and reports do not set teams into 
action. If the skills of your control-
lers are not on par and you have not 
clearly defined these skills in their 
performance management process, 
how will you know if your control-
lers develop in the right direction? 
There are many cross links between 

the influencing factors. For example: 
how can you demand from your 
controllers to provide more decision 
support and develop new skills and 
knowledge while they need to spend 
a large part of their time on financial 
accounting and making reports? In 
other words: how to create a smoo-
thly running Financial back office so 
that your Business Controller can 
devote the largest part of his time 
to his client, the business? In short, 
only if you make coherent impro-
vements you will be able to realise 
fundamental improvement of your 
controllers’ effectiveness. 

Where to begin?
The required coherence demands 
having one vision from which ac-
tions must be taken in multiple 
playing fields. We have defined three 
playing fields to get this coherence 
and to realise substantial effective-
ness improvement of controllers: 

1 Leadership and 
organisation of 
Finance. 

The best performing financial top 
executives in this research acknow-
ledge the required coherence and are 
continuously working on it. They are 
also the longest serving executives in 
their companies and are very outs-
poken and specific on what and how 
controllers need to improve in order 
to support the business. They see the 
importance of back office standardi-
sation and harmonisation through 
which time and attention can be 
created for business controllers in 
the front office to develop their ad-
visory role. This is the organisatio-
nal model we believe in. In this new 
model the Financial Controller de-
livers the financial accounting and 
standard management reporting. 
The Financial Controller focuses on 
quality and reliability of the repor-
ting process. The Business Control-
ler builds his advisory role on these 
numbers and this process. He can 
then tell the story behind the finan-
cial performance of the last month 
or quarter and also play an active 
role in forecasting and scenario de-
velopment to discuss the impact on 
future performance. What happens 
to our bottom line if we replace raw 
materials or if we change the product 
or service portfolio in this country 
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or region? The Business Controller 
is part of the management team 
and supports the decision making 
process. Only with these Business 
Controllers can you be a “one stop 
shop” for performance information. 
That is why the split between the 
Business and Financial Control is so 
essential. Who will keep the basics 
right in accounting and reporting 
and who will support the business in 
the decision making process? Only 
through good management of your 
own finance function will you be 
able to effectively contribute to the 
management process of others.

2 Competencies of 
Controllers

 
According to many financial top 
executives their controllers are 
still “scorekeepers”. “They are still 
too reactive”, say these executives. 
And: “they need to exert much 
more influence”. This requires well 
developed soft skills of controllers 
and thorough business knowledge 
that not only covers the knowledge 
of the business numbers but also 
covers in-depth knowledge of the 
business model, markets and clients. 
Our research shows that the com-
petencies of controllers have the 
largest improvement potential (see 
Figure 2). Despite this enormous 
improvement potential only 63% 
of the participating companies have 
documented these skills and this 
knowledge in specific competency 
profiles of Business Controllers. The 
percentage of companies that are 
actively managing this competence 
development is even lower. It is clear 
that the roles of Financial Control-
ler and Business Controller are very 
different and therefore these roles 
need different competence profiles 
for each controller to be successful. 
HR strategy and HR tools to actively 
improve the competencies of the 
Business and Financial Controller 
are needed and will help the CFO 
and his controllers to improve their 
effectiveness. A close cooperation of 
the finance function with the HR is 
indispensable.

3 Quality of MI 

Of course the quality of the manage-
ment information provides the basis 
for every controller to initiate the 

appropriate discussions in their ma-
nagement teams. It is vital for every 
management team to have the right 
information available on time so 
that decisions can be made based on 
facts and not only on intuition. It is 
the responsibility of the controller to 
decide with the business what the re-
levant KPI’s are. And which KPI’s are 
leading for business performance? 
This initiates a fundamental dialo-
gue. However, only 42 percent of the 
participants claim to have adequate 
leading KPI’s available. 58 percent 
have adequate non-financial KPI’s. 
Making the cause and effect relati-
onships of KPI’s explicit does not get 
adequate attention. 75 percent say 
not to have a need for that. That’s 
remarkable, because we expect that 
the business would like to clearly see 
these cause and effect relationships. 
And that’s exactly where a Business 
Controller delivers his added value. 
For example: where are our product 
margins below target and how can 
we improve revenues or reduce cost 
to meet these targets? Only then 
management knows where they are 
and what can be done. Further-
more these relationships provide 
the basis for scenario planning in 
order to review the impact of signi-
ficant decisions and developments 
on future business performance. 

Summary and 
conclusions:
We have consulted 20 financial top 
executives on the effectiveness of 
their controllers. According to most 
of these executives their controllers 
are still “scorekeepers”. In other 
words: the story behind the numbers 
is not adequately communicated in 
their management teams. The focus 
on future performance impact and 
performance improvement actions 
is not yet sufficiently supported by 
controllers. In short, the “seat at the 
table” is not yet “earned” by most 
controllers. We reviewed ten influ-
encing factors on this effectiveness 
of controllers with their partici-
pants. Most factors were qualified 
as important and relevant, but the 
scores on each of these factors were 
relatively low. There are enough la-
bels for the ideal role of an effective 
controller: Business Partner, Chief 
Challenger, Navigation Partner, but 
the initiatives to improve this effec-
tiveness are conducted with limited 
vision and coherence. Most partici-
pants have a few influencing factors 

in place, but these factors alone are 
not able to make a significant diffe-
rence in the desired effectiveness le-
vel of controllers. The weakest links 
in realising this effectiveness are the 
soft skills of the average controller 
and the availability of leading KPI’s. 
It is remarkable that only a few fi-
nancial top executives acknowledge 
the importance of having explicit 
cause and effect relationships of 
KPI’s available. Improving the ef-
fectiveness of controllers requires a 
structured, long term approach in 
which you need to take action and 
get results in three playing fields: lea-
dership and organisation of Finance, 
competency development of your 
controllers and the quality of your 
management information. If you 
don’t, you will be stuck in isolated 
improvements that will not take you 
to a significantly higher effectiveness 
level of controllers. In this respect 
the development of Finance is just 
like running a real company. Only a 
clear strategy will provide focus and 
coherence. Only then, will you be 
able to do great things.. n

Prof.dr. Frans A. Roozen:
This paper of Vermaas and Paterson illustrates that 
having ‘Best in Finance’ programs that many com-
panies are working on is not a “luxury”. More than 
a focus on efficiency these programs  – according to 
Vermaas and Paterson – should focus on the effecti-
veness of the finance function and the effectiveness of 
the Business Controller in particular. I very much like 
the coherent approach that Vermaas and Paterson 
advocate. Just like the practicality of their approach: 
no extensive benchmarking studies that hardly 
provide real insights but a professional dialogue with 
the “field” through which the CFO has the opportunity 
to thoroughly review his own organisation.
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