
What are the main requirements 
and expectations of CFOs and 
finance leaders in the modern 

economy? What are the implications on 
the requisite skills and competencies 
of accountants? These are some issues 
which IFAC’s discussion paper, “The 
Role and Expectations of a CFO”, seek 
to address and stimulate a global 
debate on as it prepares accountants 
for finance leadership roles, including 
Chief Financial Officers (CFOs). The 
paper also highlighted the changing 
expectations and scope of the CFO and 
finance leadership roles and the action 
professional accountancy organisations 
(PAOs) and employers can take to 
prepare professional accountants for 
finance leadership. 

The IFAC discussion paper is timely 
as it complements the recent efforts 
the Institute of Singapore Chartered 
Accountants (ISCA) has undertaken 
to better serve the needs of CFOs and 
senior finance professionals among its 
membership. With more than 6,200 CFOs 
and senior finance professionals serving 
different industries among its members, 
ISCA took the opportunity to respond to 
the IFAC discussion paper. Our comment 
letter to IFAC was established through 
our research surveys, forums and 
consultation with our members  
including the Institute’s CFO Committee. 

It’s More than 
Just FInancIal 
stateMents
Finance Leaders Shoulder 
Growing Responsibilities 

by 

perrine OH
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The following is an extract of our 
comment letter.

1 Strategic BuSineSS 
Partner with Strong 

ethicS and integrity
The rapidly changing business 
environment, increasing regulatory 
complexity and demands, and 
globalisation have heightened the need 
for CFOs and finance leaders to be 
strategic business partners to their CEOs 
and Boards. CFOs play an important role 
in helping their organisations navigate 
such challenging circumstances, better 
manage business risks, and create value. 

That said, the traditional role of 
the CFO as the financial steward of the 
organisation should not be undermined. 
In light of the greater demand for 
transparency and accountability, 
especially post-Enron and post-Lehman, 
CFOs serving as financial stewards and 
gatekeepers, and observing the highest 
standard of ethics and integrity, remain 
core in many business organisations.  

To stay relevant however, the 
modern CFOs have to be prepared to  
take on an expanded role above 
and beyond that of the traditional 
stewardship, to create value for the 
organisation and shareholders.

2 Building uP critical 
c-Suite SkillS

CFOs need to equip themselves with 
the relevant skill-sets for this evolving 
role. Going beyond traditional finance 
and accounting skills, a modern CFO 
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“Balancing short-term pressures and 
long-term business sustainability is 
no mean feat. In light of the greater 

demand for transparency and 
accountability post-global financial 

crisis, an effective cFo must be 
fundamentally rooted with high ethics 

and integrity, while performing his 
role under commercial pressures.”  

Chan hon Chew, CFo, Keppel Corporation,  
and singapore Corporate awards  

best CFo oF the year 2011



also needs to complement the CEO in 
strategic planning and decision-making. 

Based on ISCA’s CFO Survey1, 
respondents put “strategic and soft skills” 
as the top competencies for CFOs. The 
survey also shows that the majority of 
CFOs rate C-suite skills as being more 
important than technical skills. Strategic 
management skills are necessary for 
CFOs to become effective business 
partners to CEOs, and about 82% 
indicated such skills are “very important” 
or “critical” in their roles as CFOs.   

Leveraging his strong grasp of the 
organisation’s finances, the modern 
CFO is well placed to provide a financial 
perspective on the organisation’s 
business plans and strategies. To  
perform his enhanced role as a strategic 
business partner however, the CFO 
will need to acquire strong commercial 
and business acumen and build up 
his competency in strategic business 
planning. This will enable him to relate 
to business issues and provide relevant 
financial insights and analysis to the 
CEO as they, together with the rest of 
the senior management team, develop 
business strategies that create value for 
the organisation and shareholders. 

Other key competencies include 
excellent communication and inter-
personal skills, decision-making, 
leadership, corporate governance, 
negotiation, risk management  
regulatory knowledge as well as  
industry domain knowledge. 

3 Building the  
talent PiPeline

The development of the modern CFO 
can best be viewed as a journey. In 
the first phase, he should develop his 
core skills in accounting and finance, 
regulatory compliance and financial 
reporting to serve as financial stewards 
of the organisation. This phase could 
also see him acquiring skills in corporate 
finance and treasury. Having acquired 
these core competencies, he should then 
focus, in the second phase, on developing 

C-suite strategic and soft skills such 
as communication and leadership to 
enhance his role as a business partner.  
In both phases, the aspiring CFO should 
also maintain a clear focus in reinforcing 
and upholding the importance of 
ethics and integrity as he moves up the 
leadership rungs. 

To prepare aspiring CFOs for finance 
leadership, PAOs can play a key role by 
establishing a Continuous Professional 
Education (CPE) framework, or a 
CFO development framework, which 
provides the continuum of education and 
training in the areas of focus mentioned 
earlier. PAOs can also organise thought 
leadership seminars and events to keep 
their aspiring CFOs abreast of the latest 
developments and emerging trends in 
CFO- and finance-related issues. Beyond 
structured and unstructured training 
with an applied focus, PAOs can organise 
regular networking sessions and 
mentoring sessions for CFOs and aspiring 
CFOs to facilitate the exchange of  
best practices, ideas and knowledge 
among members. 

Similarly, employers can play a 
key role to prepare their professional 
accountants for finance leadership 

1 http://research.isca.org.sg/isca-cfo-survey-beyond-finance-
competencies-for-the-modern-cfo/
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by establishing a structured finance 
management development programme, 
where feasible. Such a programme will 
not only help ensure that there is a 
sufficient pool of talented finance and 
accounting professionals to support the 
organisation in achieving its strategic 
goals, it will also serve to attract, recruit 
and retain these talented professionals in 
the organisation. 

4 Striving for  
finance leaderShiP

To strive for finance leadership, aspiring 
CFOs would need to consider at least four 
main factors:

  Keep an open mind on the roles 
and expectations placed upon the 
profession to adapt to and embrace 
changes in these evolving roles and 
expectations;

  Develop a firm foundation in 
finance and accounting areas in the 
early years, which will carry them 
far in their career;

  Seek out opportunities to learn 
and acquire broader skills beyond 
accounting and finance so as to give 
themselves the requisite varied 
commercial and business exposure, 
where appropriate; 

  Beyond these, and constituting the 
most crucial factor in our view, the 
professional accountants should 
continue to acquire a deep and 
strong grounding of ethics  
and integrity.

5 recognition for 
excellence in  

finance leaderShiP  
and accreditation 
As one key way to influence the 
professionalism of finance leadership, 
the Institute believes in acknowledging 
the value of CFOs, recognising their 
individual excellence, promoting 
good practices, and strengthening the 
branding of the profession and industry.

To recognise and acknowledge the 
best in financial leadership in public-
listed companies, ISCA has been working 
closely with other relevant stakeholders, 
such as Singapore Institute of Directors 
(SID) and Singapore Exchange (SGX), 
on the “Best CFO Award” – one of 
the awards under the auspices of the 
Singapore Corporate Awards. The 
objectives of the award are to honour 
CFOs who play the important supporting 
and advocacy role in promoting 
good governance, disclosure and 
transparency; acknowledge CFOs who 
are exemplary role models in corporate 
financial disclosure by going beyond 
the regulatory financial reporting 
requirements, and recognise CFOs who 
help create long-term shareholder value. 
Such recognition aims to positively 
influence and promote good practices  
in the finance community, thus raising 
the bar on financial leadership to a 
higher level.

Another possible means to influence 
finance leadership professionalism is 
for stakeholders, such as professional 
bodies and employers, to encourage the 
certification and accreditation of finance 
skills which the finance professionals 
acquire during their early years. The 
clearer visibility of their upgrading 
efforts may spur them on to acquire  
even more relevant skills and 
competencies.  ISCA

ISCA’s full comment letter to IFAC can be found  
at http://research.isca.org.sg/

8
“Beyond fundamental 

technical skills, a 
successful cFo needs to  
be a strategic thinker,  

with an intimate 
understanding of the 
business, and a good 

communicator.” 
lee shi ruh, CFo,  

genting singapore  
and isCa CFo  

Committee member 
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