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Wanted: Safe pair of hands with broad experience to 
run finance 

Recruitment consultants hire CFOs whether the market is up or down. What can they tell us about 
corporate needs in today's environment? 

CFOs, like all things in life, come in a variety of shapes and sizes ranging from the young, dynamic 
finance chief, bursting with ideas for top-line growth to the ageing professional offering assured - if 
undramatic - stability. But which one do you hire? Well, that all depends on the corporate fashion of the 
day. 

The dotcom boom attracted the dynamic young buck, while the economic downturn that followed its bust 
attracted a more steadying, if conservative, pair of hands. But, the season for these CFOs is changing. 
The economic outlook is steadying and the aftershock of corporate scandal is now less a tsunami and 
more of a ripple across the corporate pond - and, chameleon like, the CFO will have to adapt to the latest 
cultural change. So what are corporates looking for in their CFOs now? 

Jeremy Rickman of Russell Reynolds Associates, a recruitment consultant, is in little doubt. "Today the 
emphasis is on rigour and strong cost control. Individuals who have come up through the classic 
accountancy roles are in demand. They understand how balance-sheets are put together, the differences 
between profit and cash and what tight controls are." 

Peter Crist, CEO of Crist Associates agrees: "The pendulum is swinging back to operational and financial 
skills, whereas ten years ago Wall Street experience was the primary concern." In other words, in an 
environment where CFOs are under the corporate governance spotlight 24/7, corporates are looking for a 
safe pair of hands. Take Martin Baumann's appointment at Freddie Mac, for instance. (See moves section 
in the July/August edition of CF). He was hired on the strength of his experience in dealing with large 
financial institutions and of dealing with internal accounting. 

"CFOs are under a great deal of pressure from all sides," says Penny Wood, a senior client partner in the 
financial services practice at Korn/Ferry. "Not only is there so much coming through in terms of the 
regulatory controls and corporate governance, but shareholders and investors too are making greater 
demands on the CFO to be more transparent in his reporting." But, warns Wood, corporates have to strike 
a balance when looking for a new CFO. "The onus is on the CFO to perform in terms of the numbers, but 
corporates still need someone who can interpret the information in terms of the business. They want 
someone who is less of a policeman, and more of a businessman." 

Peter Crist, CEO of Crist Associates agrees: "The traditional pyramid structure of CEO, CFO and COO is 
becoming obsolete with the CFO assuming greater responsibility for corporate strategy. The COO position 
is vanishing," says Crist. "These days it is the CEO and CFO who are running the company." 
 
CFO checklist: Have you got what it takes? 

o Management Skills  

o International Capabilities  

o Strategic Abilities  
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o Commercial Abilities  

Experience of: 

o IPOs 

o IR 

o M&A 

o Tax 

o Financing and Treasury 
 
 
Treasurer prospects  

Given that many treasurers aspire to the CFO position, the changing trends in CFO recruitment will have 
repercussions for them too. Jeremy Rickman, of Russell Reynolds Associates, has been asked to find a 
treasurer to fill a CFO position at a large, publicly -listed company. But he's had some difficulty finding the 
perfect fit. "It's been extremely difficult finding a treasurer with a financial control background. They either 
don't have the financial background early enough in their career, or they don't have the rounded financial 
skills CFOs require." To be a CFO candidate, a broad financial background is crucial, says Rickman: "In 
the future, treasurers will need to have a better perspective of a company's long-term strategy, and closer 
relations with the investment community."  
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