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The key pillars of Operational Excellence,  
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Digital finance operating model:	 The key pillars of Operational Excellence, Digital Intelligence and Business Influence (cont.)

Upgrading intelligence technologies

Cognitive computing offers a significant opportunity 
for agile finance functions to accelerate and transform 
their insight capabilities. Artificial intelligence can 
be used to identify underlying patterns in data, and 
machine learning can be used to predict scenarios, 
which is of increasing importance in a world defined 
by significant disruption and volatility.

However, we found that few finance teams have 
implemented advanced, insight-driving technologies  
at scale:

One explanation could be that finance needs to build 
its understanding of the potential these technologies 
offer and the specific use cases that relate to finance’s 
strategic priorities. During a recent AICPA webcast, 
a live poll of finance executives in attendance found 
that the number one barrier standing in the way 
of implementing digital technologies was “lack of 
understanding of technologies and their use cases in 
finance.” For a technology like artificial intelligence, 
finance leaders should map the potential use cases, 

selecting those that are most relevant to their critical 
priorities. They also need to assess the potential 
benefits, along with the complexity of implementation.

Driving Digital Intelligence: Key emerging technologies in finance and their use cases

Machine learning Identify patterns in large data sets, to speed up analysis and get to accurate forecasts more quickly

Extract insights from real-time data—both financial and non-financial—without information overload

Automate more tasks associated with project management, to deliver projects faster and  
improve efficiency

Recommend supplier-specific discounts to optimize cash on hand

Data visualization Instantly gauge global sales and profitability

Advanced analytics Better predict revenue, costs, and overall business performance

In-memory computing Shorten the time needed to develop plans, budgets and reports, and to update what-if  
scenario models

11% 56%

Only 11% of organizations 
said that they have 
implemented artificial 
intelligence, at scale, across 
the finance function

Over half said they were not 
deploying artificial intelligence 
at all at this stage















Industry leadership:
How finance advances the digital agenda
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Industry leadership: How finance advances the digital agenda

Industry Spotlight: Western Digital 

Western Digital, a leading provider of  
data storage solutions, acquired two 
major competitors in recent years:  
HGST and SanDisk. 

 

The company ended up with three ERP systems 
across three Fortune 500-sized companies—which 
drove Western Digital to look to cloud ERP as a 
solution. The company wanted the ability to quickly 
integrate and onboard any future acquisitions. 

“When you go through a consolidation like this, we’ve 
found that there were certain areas that probably 
hadn’t been looked at in a while from a controls or 
data transfer perspective—especially with financial 
transactions that impact accounts payable,” explains 
Donald Robertson, vice president of accounting at 
Western Digital. The move to a single cloud ERP 
“allowed us to really streamline the number of banks, 
number of suppliers, our ways of doing business, 
which I think limits the risk that we have in the overall 
business. It’s an example of how we’re thinking about 
simplification and how we manage it efficiently.”

Robertson adds that moving to cloud also offered 
the opportunity to reassign finance talent to more 
value-added work and partner more effectively with 
the business. “Speed of the accounting close is 
paramount to free up resources to do more analytical 
work. As we automate, as we’re able to close faster, 
to give data faster to the leaders, then we have more 
time to do more analytical work. That by far is the item 
that I’m most excited about.”
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Industry leadership: How finance advances the digital agenda—Manufacturing (cont.)

Highlights

•	 23% of our respondents in the manufacturing 
sector met our criteria for Digital Finance Leaders. 

	 This would be relatively high compared to other 
industries, but allowances must be made when 
comparing sectors. For example, margins are tight in 
manufacturing, so management accounting has long 
played an important role in performance management. 
Also, digital transformation in B2B manufacturing 
might be more about improving the efficiency of the 
current business model than about transforming the 
business model.

	

	 B2B sectors have a greater focus on taking 
advantage of developments in technology to 
improve the efficiency of the supply chain and 
operational processes. 

•	 Finance leaders in manufacturing are the most 
confident in their teams’ ability to support the 
organization’s digital ambitions. Manufacturing 
organizations tend to have very complex supply 
chains, requiring strong, cross-functional 
collaboration that can boost the Business Influence 
of finance teams.	

•	 The sector’s finance leaders are also relatively 
positive about their teams’ “Digital IQ.”  
Nearly 1 in 5 (19%) say that stakeholders recognize 
the finance team for its understanding of how 
emerging technologies (such as blockchain) can 
be used. Out of all the sectors we surveyed, 
manufacturing, along with financial services, tops  
the list in that regard.

The journey to enterprise digital leadership

44% 18% 27%

“We are quick to meet our 
customers’ fast-changing technology 

expectations”

“We have driven down costs and transformed 
process efficiency through robotic automation”

“Our finance team is seen as moving 
quickly enough to support the 

organization’s digital ambitions”

The finance transformation journey to digital finance leadership 
Operational Excellence Digital Intelligence Business Influence

15% 20% 19%

“We are deploying robotic process 
automation at scale across the  

finance team”

“We are deploying advanced analytics  
tools at scale across the finance team”

“Finance is clearly recognized 
by stakeholders for its strong 

understanding of potential uses 
for emerging technologies such as 
blockchain and machine learning”
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Industry leadership: How finance advances the digital agenda (cont.)

Industry Spotlight: Instacart

In just six short years, online grocery 
delivery service Instacart has rocketed from 
start-up to superstar. Today, the company 
partners with national, regional, and local 
retailers across North America delivering 
groceries from more than 15,000 stores 
across 4,000 cities to customers in all 50 
states in as fast as an hour. 

“To be successful in a high growth company, we 
always have to think ahead,” explains Javier Cortes, 
head of finance at Instacart. “That means making sure 
your team is not just focusing on what they do today, 
but that they're building processes and controls that 
will help the department and company 
look to the future.”

Scaling for growth was the driving force 
behind Instacart's decision to move to 
cloud ERP. “Before the cloud, we didn't 
have a very agile or collaborative financial 
system in place, and scaling my team 
from 3 people to 20 was becoming a 
challenge for data reliability and process 
efficiencies,” Cortes explains. “Moving to an ERP that 
gives us the flexibility to report accurate numbers in 
a more timely manner was critical for us.” Cortes also 
believes that emerging technologies, such as chatbots 
and AI, will be crucial to future growth: “It will allow  
the finance department to focus more on strategic 
priorities and less on easily automated processes.”

Consumer products and retail (CP&R)

Video: Oracle ERP Cloud Supports Explosive  
Growth at Instacart

https://video.oracle.com/detail/video/5986061465001/oracle-erp-cloud-supports-explosive-growth-at-instacart?autoStart=true&q=instacart
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Industry leadership: How finance advances the digital agenda—Consumer products and retail (cont.)

Highlights

•	 21% of our respondents in the consumer product 
and retail sector met our criteria for Digital 
Finance Leaders. This is relatively high compared to 
other sectors. CP&R is a sector where online sales 
are challenging traditional business models. It is also 
a sector where a wealth of data about customers 
provides valuable insights. 

•	 Out of all the sectors, CP&R’s finance leaders are 
the most confident that their enterprise is quick 
to meet customers’ fast-changing technology 
expectations. This is the only sector where a 
majority (58%) believe this to be the case. As the 
industry is transformed by changing customer 
demands, such as omni-channel shopping, CFOs 
clearly feel that their organizations are responding 
strongly. 

•	 CP&R’s finance leaders also feel relatively 
positive about their progress in deploying 
advanced analytics at scale across the finance 
team. Close to a quarter (24%) believe this to 
be the case, making it the strongest industry 
performer alongside technology, telco and media. 
With customer data analytics key to the industry’s 
priorities, such as delivering personalization, the 
sector’s finance teams are also on the path to 
advanced finance analytics.

The journey to enterprise digital leadership

58% 9% 21%

“We are quick to meet our 
customers’ fast-changing technology 

expectations”

“We have driven down costs and transformed 
process efficiency through robotic automation”

“Our finance team is seen as moving 
quickly enough to support the 

organization’s digital ambitions”

The finance transformation journey to digital finance leadership 
Operational Excellence Digital Intelligence Business Influence

16% 24% 17%

“We are deploying robotic process 
automation at scale across the  

finance team”

“We are deploying advanced analytics  
tools at scale across the finance team”

“Finance is clearly recognized 
by stakeholders for its strong 

understanding of potential uses 
for emerging technologies such as 
blockchain and machine learning”
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Industry leadership: How finance advances the digital agenda (cont.)

Industry Spotlight: Royal Bank of Scotland

The Royal Bank of Scotland (RBS)  

describes itself as “customer-obsessed.” 

 To better serve its customers, the finance 

team is tasked with modeling various 

strategies and scenarios tied to the bank’s 

products and services. This proved a 

challenge with legacy finance systems. 

“Our models took ages to update,” says Stuart Wray, 
head of implementation for future finance, Royal Bank of 
Scotland. “We weren’t able to model scenarios quickly 
because of the number of spreadsheets we had.”

To improve the speed of business, RBS decided to 
move a number of finance functions to the cloud—
including planning and budgeting, strategic modeling, 
financial forecasting, predictive analytics, profitability 
and cost management, and the financial close.  
As a result, RBS can now adjust its strategic models  
in minutes.

Wray says, “The cloud has really helped us improve 
the pace at which we're able to produce scenarios. 
And it's not a case of just building the model and it's 
finished. Our users are able to evolve their models on 
a regular basis, in a safe and controlled way.”

RBS outlines 5 benefits that it achieved in  
moving to cloud:

1	 Cost effectiveness 

2	 Better insight and control

3	 Simplified processes

4	 Continuous innovation 

5	 A move towards zero-touch rolling forecasts

“Zero-touch forecasting is our aspiration,” Wray 
says. “We feel that the cloud will help us move to 
autonomous forecasts; what we mean by that is that 
the forecasts will run themselves. We're not quite 
there yet, but the cloud has put a great base in place 
for us to start to build towards that.”

Financial services

Video: Royal Bank of Scotland Future-Proofs  
Finance with Oracle Cloud

https://video.oracle.com/detail/video/5973750443001/royal-bank-of-scotland-future-proofs-finance-with-oracle-cloud?autoStart=true&q=royal%20bank%20of%20scotland


38© AICPA & CIMA and Oracle, 2019. All rights reserved.

24

31

31
14

Financial services 
respondents by revenue

$200 - 499 million

$500 - 999 million

$1 - 4.99 billion

$5 billion+

Agile Finance Unleashed: The Key Traits of Digital Finance Leaders

Industry leadership: How finance advances the digital agenda—Financial services (cont.)

Highlights

•	 21% of our respondents in the financial services 
sector met our criteria for Digital Finance Leaders. 
This is relatively high compared to other sectors.  
It is also a sector where data about customers can 
provide valuable insights. This is an industry in which 
the product or service is digital; online banking 
has made many previously unprofitable customers 
cheaper to serve. New technologies provide further 
opportunities to make customers “self service.”

•	 Finance leaders in financial services are relatively 
downbeat about the progress of process 
automation in the wider enterprise. Only 14% 
say that their business has “driven down costs and 
transformed process efficiency through robotic 
automation” across the business. 

•	 This is reflected by automation levels within the 
finance function itself. Only 13% of finance leaders 
say they are deploying robotic process automation 
at scale; the top barrier to automation is “concerns 
about data and information security.” This reflects 
the fact that the financial services sector holds a 
wealth of information about consumers—including 
sensitive information such as bank account numbers 
and spending habits—and any breach would have 
significant consequences.

The journey to enterprise digital leadership

45% 14% 26%

“We are quick to meet our 
customers’ fast-changing technology 

expectations”

“We have driven down costs and transformed 
process efficiency through robotic automation”

“Our finance team is seen as moving 
quickly enough to support the 

organization’s digital ambitions”

The finance transformation journey to digital finance leadership 
Operational Excellence Digital Intelligence Business Influence

13% 22% 19%

“We are deploying robotic process 
automation at scale across the  

finance team”

“We are deploying advanced analytics  
tools at scale across the finance team”

“Finance is clearly recognized 
by stakeholders for its strong 

understanding of potential uses 
for emerging technologies such as 
blockchain and machine learning”
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Industry leadership: How finance advances the digital agenda (cont.)

Industry Spotlight:  
Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan

Jac Amerell is vice president and controller 
at Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan.  
He’s also a futurist. 

When asked about the future of the insurance 
industry, he cites an example of an insurance model 
he recently encountered: “Everything is digital. 
You apply online, submit a claim online along with 
a short video, and artificial intelligence reads facial 
expressions in the video to assess truthfulness when 
the claim is submitted. If you compare the cost 
structure of that organization versus an old brick-and-
mortar insurer, it's dramatic—they can't compete. 
As a finance leader, I feel a responsibility to lead into 
change, to push to be more efficient and effective, 
to lower the finance price point and raise the value 
of information delivered. It's my obligation to help an 
organization and its people continue to evolve.”

As healthcare costs globally continue to rise, margins 
for providers and insurers alike continue to shrink.  
The healthcare sector is seeking new revenue 
streams, and Amerell is on a mission to transform 
his finance team into business strategists who can 
uncover new opportunities. 

“A lot of things that finance people do every day, 
they have to do because their systems don’t facilitate 
the transactions. Tomorrow, the system is going to 
facilitate that. For me, we should spend that extra time 
analyzing data, instead of collecting and reconciling it.” 

Amerell is excited about the benefits that his finance 
team will realize by moving BCBS Michigan to 
the cloud. “We will have standardized processes, 
standardized governance, versus various, disparate 
processes and governance,” Amerell predicts. “We 
will have one source of truth for finance information. 
Controls will improve—we will have rules and logic 
that calculate stat, GAAP, tax—all housed in one 
central location. The efficiencies that come from being 
able to go to one spot for information, versus having to 
go to multiple spots, will be dramatic.”

Amerell has also taken the unusual—and forward-
thinking—step of providing his finance staff with six 
sigma, robotics, and other technology training.  
“I'm trying to help people develop new skills that 
we are going to need in the future. I challenged 
people: learn the new skill, practice the new skill, 
pick somewhere you're spending significant time and 
energy and build yourself a bot. Who can save the 
most time in their daily jobs? I feel as a leader, if we 
are changing the world people live and work in, we 
have an obligation to help them step into it.”

Life sciences and healthcare
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Industry leadership: How finance advances the digital agenda—Life sciences and healthcare (cont.)

Highlights

•	 16% of our respondents in the life sciences and 
healthcare sector met our criteria for Digital 
Finance Leaders. This is modest compared to  
other industries. In a sector where clinicians are  
the dominant profession, it may be a challenge for 
the finance profession to be influential. 

•	 Life sciences and healthcare’s finance 
professionals are the most confident that their 
organizations have driven down costs and 
transformed process efficiency through robotic 
automation. More than 1 in 5 (22%) believe this  
to be the case, making it a highly-ranked sector in 
this regard.

•	 However, the sector’s finance leaders are less 
positive about the extent to which their teams 
are seen as digitally-savvy by stakeholders. 
Only around 1 in 10 (12%) say that finance is 
recognized for its understanding of how technologies 
such as machine learning or blockchain can be 
exploited. With these technologies key to the sector’s 
future, there is an urgent need to upskill existing 
finance staff and understand critical talent gaps.

The journey to enterprise digital leadership

45% 22% 20%

“We are quick to meet our 
customers’ fast-changing technology 

expectations”

“We have driven down costs and transformed 
process efficiency through robotic automation”

“Our finance team is seen as moving 
quickly enough to support the 

organization’s digital ambitions”

The finance transformation journey to digital finance leadership 
Operational Excellence Digital Intelligence Business Influence

11% 16% 12%

“We are deploying robotic process 
automation at scale across the  

finance team”

“We are deploying advanced analytics  
tools at scale across the finance team”

“Finance is clearly recognized 
by stakeholders for its strong 

understanding of potential uses 
for emerging technologies such as 
blockchain and machine learning”
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Next steps for management accountants

For accountants in business, the findings in this report are not all flattering—for 
example, with regards to their awareness of the potential of new technologies. 
However, this research also shows a clear correlation between progressive finance 
teams and enterprise digital transformation. This presents an opportunity for 
accountants to keep up to date and become more influential. 

As 2019 marks the centenary of CIMA’s formation, it is instructive to note that 
the first syllabus included a paper on the principles of mechanics. If they are to 
contribute to decision-making and performance management, it is as important 
now as it was then that professional management accountants should understand 
how the business works.

Back then, electricity was gradually changing how the world worked. Today, the 
digital age is rapidly driving an equally seismic change. It is also changing the nature 
of knowledge work. To remain relevant, management accountants need to be 
strategically aware—alert to threats and opportunities such as the potential in new 
technologies. In addition to technical knowledge, they need a commercial mindset 
so as to develop an understanding of business models and the drivers of cost, risk 
and value across the business’ value chain. They must also be able to join the dots 
between data about those drivers and how it might be analyzed through to financial 
outcomes. They must be able to work with others to make things happen.

Management accounting is about informing and guiding the management and 
control cycle. That is an iterative learning cycle where performance is constantly 
reviewed and corrective action is taken. As professionals, management 
accountants are obliged to take a similar approach to life-long learning. Knowledge 
goes out of date, so they are obliged to keep up. They must each draft a personal 
professional development plan that builds upon their key skills and capabilities, 
so they can play a leading role in driving digital finance and supporting enterprise 
digital transformation. 

The AICPA and CIMA, working in association, are well positioned to enable students 
and members to develop the skills that are needed today and into the future. 

Agile Finance Unleashed: The Key Traits of Digital Finance Leaders

Conclusion (cont.)
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About the survey

To create this report, the Association engaged 
Longitude to carry out an extensive global survey 
of over 700 senior finance leaders.

Of the finance leaders surveyed, 20% were CFOs; 
23% were either Finance Directors, Chief Accounting 
Officers, or Financial Controllers. The remainder were 
senior executives in finance, including directors of 
finance transformation. 

Respondents were split across North America  
(US, Canada); South America (Brazil, Mexico); Europe 
(UK, France, Germany); Middle East (UAE, Saudi 
Arabia); and Asia Pacific (Australia, Singapore, India, 
Japan), as well as across selective sectors. 
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Association of International  
Certified Professional Accountants

The Association of International Certified Professional 
Accountants (the Association) is the most influential 
body of professional accountants, combining 
the strengths of the American Institute of CPAs 
(AICPA) and the Chartered Institute of Management 
Accountants (CIMA) to power opportunity, trust and 
prosperity for people, businesses and economies 
worldwide. It represents 650,000 members and 
students in public and management accounting 
and advocates for the public interest and business 
sustainability on current and emerging issues. With 
broad reach, rigour and resources, the Association 
advances the reputation, employability and quality 
of CPAs, CGMAs and accounting and finance 
professionals globally.

aicpa-cima.com

https://www.aicpa-cima.com
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