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The biggest investment of Chartered Accountants 
in finance function is in the field of analysis. 
Leaders, today, use financial analysis for guidance 
in budget, research & development and capital 
investments and accordingly are presented with 
daily/weekly financial analysis from Business 
Intelligence Group, Corporate Finance and 
Business Finance Team. Many CFOs expect the 
Chartered Accountants (finance function) to be 
the analytic expert – guiding and advising the 

Re-engaging with Financial Planning and 
Analysis in Professional Perspective: An Overview

Today many Chartered Accountants in Corporates are experts in Financial Planning & Analysis 
(FP&A) department. Business leaders and Chartered Accountants in FP&A department have 
a lot to do to reset their working relationship. Effective partnership starts when leaders take 
defined steps to rethink how they work together.  When this happens, companies will have an 
additional source of competitive advantage. Read on…

business decisions. Towards this end, they create 
the Financial Planning & Analysis (FP&A) team. 
This team is dedicated to provide improvised and 
specialised analysis for larger strategic analysis.
However, a lot of analyses are found to be not 
resulting in better decision making despite the 
midnight excel marathons resulting in under 
performance of finance’s biggest investment. As 
per a survey of 2,305 business leaders conducted 
recently, 25% of the decisions with financial 
implications are made without financial analysis. 
Perhaps worst, a survey of 635 FP&A directors 
reported that 61% of the decision makers selectively 
choose analytics to validate their gut feeling.  Most 
companies are losing up to 1% of revenue due to 
misuse of financial analysis during major strategic 
decisions.  The misuse of analysis happens when 
decision makers:
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 Don’t use financial analysis: This could be 
because the analysis is brought in late to the 
table and hence is only treated as a “check-
in-the-box” exercise.

 Misinterpret financial analysis: Lack 
of analytical judgment on the part 
of the decision maker can lead to 
misinterpretation.

 Selectively use financial analysis to support 
their decisions: Analysis is “cherry-picked” 
to align it to their preordained conclusion. 
In this case, decision makers just need 
data points to validate their well-founded 
initiatives. 

Is FP&A Going Wrong?

Many Chartered Accountants may attribute the 
misuse of analysis to organisation culture which is 
beyond their control; however, there is more to it. 
Decision makers’ use of financial analysis is within 
our control. 
If Finance and its decision partners each contribute 
to the problem, they both own the solution. Financial 
analysis without decision-maker contribution lacks 
the detailed, business-level knowledge to make an 
impact, and business analysis without the oversight 
of a skilled analyst frequently lacks the financial 
acumen to factor in the key risks to profitability.
The answer is not for executives to resist financial 
checks and balances on decisions, nor is it for 
Chartered Accountants to push an oversight agenda 
into every corner of the organisation.  Rather, both 
parties must redefine their working relationship, 
moving from a model of analytical support to one of 
joint decision making.  
Although Chartered Accountants can fix flaws in 
how it designs, conducts and delivers analysis, it 
cannot do so effectively without input from business 
leaders.  Decision makers need to bring in their 
deep business knowledge to bear and express their 
unique preference.  Both producers and consumers 
of analysis need to pursue their shared goal; the best 
possible business decision.
To get decision makers to reengage with financial 
analysis and to realign the producers and consumers 
of financial analysis for better decisions, executives 
need to do three things:

1. Create a shared view of business objectives 
and drivers

2. Enhance routine reporting with dialogue 
and discussion

3. Reorient business and finance roles for 
joint decision making

Although Chartered Accountants can fix flaws in 
how it designs, conducts and delivers analysis, it 

cannot do so effectively without input from business 
leaders.  Decision makers need to bring in their 

deep business knowledge to bear and express their 
unique preference.  Both producers and consumers 

of analysis need to pursue their shared goal; the best 
possible business decision.

1. Create a Shared View of Business 
Objectives and Drivers 

When financial 
analysis lacks an 
intuitive view of what 
drives the business, 
decision makers are 
discouraged from 
using it, avoiding 
meetings with 
finance analysts 
and choosing not to use Finance’s work in their 
decision processes.
Once the team reaches a shared understanding 
of the business goals, assumptions, and drivers, 
the analysis team can begin creating prototype 
reports and managing conversations. This will lead 
to a more aligned  decision making teams – able 
to focus on driving business results, not debating 
financial methods and measures. With a better 
financial analysis product in hand, teams can focus 
more on using financial reports’ working together 
to interpret the analysis, debate solutions, and 
make decisions.
Knowing the past and understanding the trends 
makes FP&A a credible partner in discussion 
about the feasibility of the plan. It is, therefore, 
good if FP&A is involved during the phase when 
plans are being built. People can be very sensitive 
when challenged, and to overcome the resistance it 
is helpful to keep the conversation factual.
For situations where plans had already been 
defined and the main objective is to secure that 
they materialise, FP&A should continuously track 
the progress. Having the chance to see a big picture 
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gives opportunity to identify safety measures:
 If sales are falling behind, which 

products could be pushed (i.e. temporary 
promotions, price assessment), which 
costs could potentially be reduced, which 
activities could be rescheduled?

 If sales of the current period are exceeding 
the target, is there a risk for (some of ) 
the next periods or the overall market 
situation is more favourable?

 If there are significant one-time impacts, 
results should be assessed from the neutral 
perspective, excluding those non-standard 
events

 If business is done in different markets, 
are there opportunities to off-set lower 
volume in one country with the upsides in 
another?

 If spending is exceeding the budget, follow 
up with the budget owners and assess 
which costs are indeed necessary. Is there 
a link between increased spending and 
sales, and would there be a top-line upside?

 If spending is behind the schedule, is it just 
a temporary situation, or at least part of 
the funds can be used for other activities 
or released to protect profitability?

 Besides suggestions for tactical and operational 
measures, FP&A can contribute in the process 
of defining strategic responses – recognising 
the trends enables giving rational proposals 
about the changes in price positioning, 
portfolio, business models.

2. Enhance Routine Reporting with 
Dialogue and Discussion

Although most managers trust Chartered 
Accountants to govern financial data, a large 
number of them believe that the same people can 
provide them with insightful commentary on what 
is occurring in their business and why, especially 
when business occurs outside the financial 
reporting calendar.
When asked to rate their finance partners on the 
work Finance performs for them, business leaders 
give Chartered Accountants high marks for its 
traditional governance and risk-related controls. To 
shift financial analysis from passive, standardised 
reporting to more engaging and relevant guidance, 

progressive firms are changing the underlying 
analytical approaches in their reports, embedding 
more opinion and redesigning reports to be more 
accessible. 

Although most managers trust Chartered Accountants 
to govern financial data, a large number of them 

believe that the same people can provide them with 
insightful commentary on what is occurring in their 
business and why, especially when business occurs 

outside the financial reporting calendar.

FP&A team operates best when cooperating with 
other functions. Managing the relationship with 
colleagues from other departments is important as 
it secures the flow of vital information and protects 
the interests of the company. As much as possible 
FP&A should maintain its professional position, 
staying away from internal politics.
Take a typical departmental budget report that 
compares actual with plan.  These provide managers 
with a financial perspective of ‘performance’ that, 
for example, shows customer support expense 
as being 40% over budget.  The real question is 
whether this overspend is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ so that 
we can assess the right response. In practice this 
variance is probably highlighted in ‘red’ and so an 
assumption has already been made.
In the above it’s obvious that we don’t have enough 
information to decide – so what should that 
supporting information be?  Being able to ‘drill 
down’ to more detailed levels of data may help but 
the chances are that even this will not be enough.
The key to the usefulness of any report is to 
first establish its purpose.  Why it is needed 
and what decisions must it be able to support.   
Importantly, those decisions must be aligned with 
corporate strategy or there may be unintended 
consequences.  For example, we could deem that 
sticking to the budget is very important and so it’s 
easy to make the decision to cut down expenses to 
bring the department back in line with the budget.  
However, that may result in poor customer support 
that in turn will eventually affect sales and hence 
profitability in the future.
So, let’s go back to our example – in fact for any 
typical departmental report that shows actual 
performance against budget. What’s its real 
purpose?  I doubt if it is to keep a department from 
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spending too much in which case it’s too late.  The 
trouble is that most budget reports are entirely 
focused on finance along with supporting data 
showing even more levels of financial detail.  The 
reason for this is the general ledger from which 
these reports are produced. These tend to only 
hold financial transactions, which isn’t enough for 
most management purposes.
For any report and its key measures to be of 
real value, i.e. to achieve its purpose, it must 
always be presented in the context of the 
decisions it was designed to support.  That 
context will typically come in the form of other 
measures.   So, in the above example let’s set the  
following  purpose:
To ensure that the customer support department 
can manage the level of sales being forecast at the 
lowest possible cost, we can categorise the context 
measures under the following headings.
Supporting detail:

 What level of activity was involved in 
generating the actual expense?

 Was that activity in line with the sales 
generated? 

 Have any of the assumptions in terms of the 
level of activity and associated cost made when 
setting the budget, changed?

Strategic Outcomes: 

 What impact does this level of activity have on 
strategic objectives?

 If the activity was to be put back in line with 
the budget, how would our strategic objectives 
be affected in the future?

Financial implications:

 Is this expense directly related to the revenue 
generated?

 What impact does this expense have on 
profitability and our other financial goals?

Competitor / market view:

 How does this level of expense compare with 
competitors?

Trends: 
For each of the above we need to know:

 In terms of finances, is this variance an 
exception or are things getting better or worse?

 What will be the impact on finances if this 
trend on expense continues?

Risk:
 What level of risk as we run if we were to 

ignore this variance?
Not all the data that answers these questions will 
exist or be easy to access, but that doesn’t mean it 
can be ignored.  In these cases, estimates will need 
to be made.
Once all this data has been assessed, ideas can be 
generated as to the decisions that should be made.   
This could include using more experienced staff 
to support sales; additional training; adopting 
technologies that could help; outsourcing the whole 
department; or just realising that the level is the 
right one and budgets may need to be reset.
The chances are that unless you are a very small 
organisation, you will need to use a modern FP&A 
analytic system to bring this data together and 
present it in a form that can be easily understood 
and from which decisions can be made.  Similarly, 
the potential solutions will need to be modelled to 
assess whether a change will help in both the short 
and long-term.
Make financial analysis and reports more 
engaging by building in more commentary 
and opinion – Managers consume most financial 
analysis in scheduled, invariant, routine and 
methodical reports.  They have little time to read 
between the lines to uncover novel insights or issues 
of concern.  Unless reports show large variances from 
anticipated results, many business managers are 
inclined to “sleepwalk” through inboxes brimming 
with detailed financial accounts of performance.

Building reports that go beyond routine analysis 
to include discussions of emerging issues or at 
risk assumptions can dramatically increase their 
relevance and use. 
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Make financial analysis more accessible to 
decision makers – Finally, sometimes even 
seemingly simple steps to make financial analysis 
more readily available can dramatically increase 
its value – and therefore its use in decision making 
and management.

The spreadsheet or PDF format of analysis 
reports is highly context-specific: they take a long 
time to read and must be viewed on a desktop 
computer.  But if managers are mobile, moving 
from office to office, the slow medium limits  
their access.

Some companies are using simple, low-tech 
solutions such as voice mail-based reporting to 
make financial analysis more accessible.  They ‘re 
adapting to the busy schedules of their decision 
makers.  They are setting up a cheap and secure 
voice mail broadcast service to share concise 
insights from the latest financial report.  In this 
way, they increase the chances that managers 
who spend a lot of time away from their desks will 
have easy access to the latest analysis and reports.  
These managers are more likely to engage with and 
understand the most recent financial analysis and 
its relevance to their business.

Organisations that change the medium of analysis 
delivery can extend the reach, understanding and 
application of financial analysis.

3. Reorient Business and Finance Roles 
for Joint Decision Making

Create effective debate by focusing on business 
decisions first and financial analysis last. Rather 
than diving into the intricacies of financial metrics 
and analysis at the beginning of operational 
reviews, progressive organisations have reoriented 
their process to review the business qualitatively 
first. Instead of starting with an assessment 
of financial performance, the review focuses 
on progress against goals and reviewing key  
assumptions.

For example, teams may begin an operating review 
with a qualitative risk and opportunity assessment 
led by business management, leaving the financial 
review to the end as a counterpoint.  This approach 
repositions the Finance-business relationship 
as collaborative, not adversarial.  Both business 
managers and financial analysts focus on the 
operations, activities and challenges of the business 

first, developing a better joint understanding of the 
context or financial performance.
While business management takes the lead 
on reviewing progress and key assumptions, 
Finance should provide relevant market and 
macroeconomic colour in the form of succinct 
analysis to contextualise the risks and opportunities 
section of the agenda.  Finance leads the final 
portion of the agenda, in which the team reviews 
performance against targets.
By inverting the typical review agenda in 
this way, business management spends less 
time defending performance and more time 
discussing areas for improvement and how to  
fund them.

Conclusion – Knowledge is Power

There is no big secret – in order for FP&A 
professionals to give credible recommendations 
to senior management, it is required that they 
understand the company, industry and the latest 
trends associated with those. As knowledge 
depends on the access to right information, FP&A 
leads should work with CFOs to secure that the 
team has optimal tools and systems.

There is no big secret – in order for FP&A 
professionals to give credible recommendations 

to senior management, it is required that they 
understand the company, industry and the latest 

trends associated with those. As knowledge depends 
on the access to right information, FP&A leads should 

work with CFOs to secure that the team has optimal 
tools and systems.

Still, it is a responsibility of each team member to 
keep up-to-date with how performance is evolving.
One final part to master before joining the table 
with decision makers is to understand what goals, 
objectives and targets the enterprise has set. To 
help someone in reaching the destination, besides 
knowing weather conditions and how to read the 
map, it is crucial to know where he or she wants 
to arrive. n

a.  Source: CEB Financial Analysis Impact Assessment
b.  Source: http://ww2.cfo.com/
c.  FP&A and Performance Management, 2018
d. Reinventing FP&A, Michael Coveney, 2019 
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Life is like riding a bicycle. To keep your balance, you must keep moving. - Albert Einstein


