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FP&A

 FUTURE
How corporate 
FP&A has changed—
and what lies ahead
HARSHIT CHATUR, CTP, FP&A

Past, 
Present  

Organizations, over time, have seen numerous 
changes, both internally and externally. And, while 

some of these were gradual, others have been more rapid. One 
of the biggest changes many organizations have 
experienced throughout the spectrum 
is the growth of financial planning 
and analysis (FP&A) teams. 

&
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 Present
Today, however, we are seeing a completely 

different approach by corporate FP&A teams. In many 
organizations, FP&A teams have grown from single 
digits to dozens of professionals, and what used to be 
a mere support function has now turned into one of 
the most critical functions of the finance department. 
What has caused such a significant shift in corporate 
FP&A roles? Let’s review few of those triggers and 
trends that organizations have witnessed. 

Handling enormous data: 
First and foremost, financial planning teams 
today are handling enormous amounts of data. 
Forecasts have become extremely granular and 
more and more optimization models are being 
used to project revenues and expenses. Planning 
systems not only store revenue and expense line 
items, but also operating characteristics of assets, 
calculated performance indicators and ratios, 
financial statements, multiple hierarchies, etc. In 
addition, these systems also store past budgets 
and forecasts, actuals, backcast projections and 
other sensitivity and scenario runs. 

Sophisticated models: 
Baseline revenue and expenses are now being 
projected using more complex models which 
incorporate Monte Carlo simulations and account 
for seasonality, stress cases, backcast runs, 
extreme events, different market environments, 
industry trends and multiple operating 
characteristics of assets. In the absence of 
externalities, these models, which process large 
amounts of data, are now getting much better at 
predicting more reliable and reasonable forecasts.

Longer forecast horizon: 
Further, forecasts horizons have increased from 
a few years to much longer durations. This could 
range from a five-year rolling forecast to entire life 

Today, we are seeing a completely different approach by corporate FP&A teams. 
In many organizations, FP&A teams have grown from single digits to dozens of 
professionals, and what used to be a mere support function has now turned into 
one of the most critical functions of the finance department.

The roles and responsibilities of FP&A 
professionals have evolved over the years to what 
they are today, where they perform financial analysis, 
such as valuations of a company’s assets, budgeting 
and forecasting, management reporting, assisting 
senior management in strategic decision making, 
and supporting teams across the organization in their 
respective objectives. In this article, we walk through 
what FP&A used to do, what it is currently doing, and 
the trends we are likely to see in near future.

 Past
About 10-15 years ago, entire financial planning 

teams were based at corporate headquarters and 
would comprise just a few members. The team’s role 
was limited to preparing a budget once a year for the 
company and refreshing the financial forecast once 
every quarter. These budgets and forecast would 
project cash flows only for the next fiscal year or 
two, and analysts would use a simple bottoms-up 
approach and ‘p times q’ calculations to come up with 
revenue and expense estimates. 

As these teams handled limited data, they mostly 
relied on Microsoft Excel spreadsheets to manage 
and consolidate estimates for regions and business 
segments. Some bigger organizations with more 
diversified businesses and international presence, 
however, used financing planning systems such as 
SAP Business Planning and Consolidation (SAP 
BPC) or Hyperion Essbase. Granularity of data 
too would mostly be limited to monthly estimates 
projecting high-level overview of major revenue and 
expense categories. The concept of a ‘rolling forecast’ 
was seldom used. Final consolidated figures were 
presented to executive management, and for public 
companies these were eventually given to Wall Street 
as guidance. As the analysts were handling less data, 
and updating it less frequently, variance reporting 
and related analyses too were done as high-level 
explanations of major deviations and trends. 
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of a project or asset. Long-term granular projections 
help analysts vastly in financial modeling, valuing 
these assets, the portfolio, the entire business, or 
the company stock with much more reasonable 
basis than simply using ratio analysis.

Reliable systems and applications: 
As the amount of data has increased, this has 
resulted in companies investing significantly in 
reliable data warehouse systems, servers, and 
planning applications. With constant pressure to 
turn things around quickly, huge importance is 
given to design, performance and customization of 
these applications as per the business’ needs. Time 
and ease in loading data to the database cubes, 
calculations and consolidation of data within the 
cubes, and retrieval of processed data back from 
these applications to more popular front-end tools 
such as spreadsheets has also played an important 
role in selection of the application.  

Increased users and training: 
Another key trend we’ve seen is recognizing the 
importance of efficient and accurate financing 
planning within the organization. Because of 
increased ‘ownership’ and accountability of inputs 
and data, customers or users of financing planning 
systems and data too have grown significantly 
within the organization. To reduce the bottlenecks 
and to increase efficiencies, companies have also 
increased investments in licenses and training for 
these applications. 
 
Automation: 
One of the key developments in the last decade 
has been an emphasis on automation. What used 
to take days is now being done in minutes. We are 
seeing more systems and applications across the 
departments being interconnected and processes 
being automated. Planning teams, which used 
to forecast once a quarter, are now refreshing 
the entire forecast once a month or sometimes 
even once a week. These automations not only 
have decreased processing times, but have also 
increased accuracy by reducing human errors. 

Increased analysis and reporting: 
Granular data has enabled deeper dives into 
variance analysis and identifying the core drivers 
causing the variances. This greatly helps not 
only in understanding variance drivers but also in 
improving projections of future forecasts. Related 

valuations using long-term cash flows help in 
optimizing fleet operations; identifying cost 
reduction opportunities; enhancing retirement 
or impairment analysis; and managing 
companies’ future capital allocations on costly 
repairs, refurbishments and development 
projects. FP&A teams now generate a large 
number of reports for internal management and 
departments, as well as external stakeholders.

Extended support: 
Gone are the days when FP&A teams would 
just provide quarterly forecasts or do an annual 
refresh of the portfolio. FP&A teams today cater 
to the needs of wide range of departments. 
They not only provide senior management the 
latest view on actual and projected business 
performance, they also:

• Assist risk management in quantifying and 
assessing risk, as well as help with risk 
control products such as hedges

• Aid asset management in appraising 
performance of individual assets 

 and portfolios
• Help mergers and acquisitions and 

business development in identifying more 
opportunities in existing markets

• Support investor relations and external 
rating agencies in answering specific 
queries related to business units and 

 legal entities
• Support treasury in tracking and projecting 

the company’s cash balances.
• Service various requests from human 

resources, internal audit and other 
departments. 

In essence, the FP&A team is a centralized 
single source of truth that provides and 
maintains past records and future projections 
of the company’s businesses.   

Skillset: 
As the need for more in-depth and thorough 
analysis has increased, this has also resulted 
in FP&A teams attracting professionals with 
more talents and skills. Analysts these days, 
along with their basic finance and accounting 
skills, are also expected to learn the industry, 
systems and applications, markets, company 
goals and strategies, different businesses 
within the organization, etc., at a much faster 
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rate. Along with experience and degrees in finance 
and business, FP&A professionals are increasingly 
trying to get related certifications and licenses to 
keep their skillset fresh and up-to-date.

Centralized and decentralized teams:
As the roles and responsibilities of the FP&A 
function have grown tremendously, teams are 
much bigger now than they used to be. Larger 
organizations have split FP&A teams across 
departments, divisions and geographical locations, 
but all cater to the needs of the corporate FP&A team. 

 Future
And now the big question: FP&A teams have come 

a long way, but what changes can we expect to see in 
the future? Other than the continued improvement in 
things happening currently, as listed above, there are at 
least five additional changes we’ll see in near future. 

Increased adoption of cloud platforms: 
It has already started, but the transition to the 
cloud will speed up more as the costs keep coming 
down and reliability keeps increasing. Switching 
to cloud platforms will facilitate easy accessibility 
and will reduce monitoring of IT infrastructure, 
databases and servers. This will also help FP&A 
analysts spend more time in analysis and less on 
gathering data.

Higher flexibility and customization: 
With continuous technological advancement, 
ever-changing regulations, unremitting social, 
geopolitical and environmental pressures, business 
and industries are changing at much rapid pace 
today than ever before. We’ll likely see companies 
with more integrated businesses, diversified 
portfolios and a larger geographical presence. 
Continuous and increased consolidation and 
divestitures of businesses would ask for faster and 
easier reporting, analysis and valuations of entities 
as whole and as parts. This will result in the need 
for more flexible, customized and thorough design 
of planning systems to quickly incorporate new 
businesses or spin-off existing assets.

Boosted acceptance of artificial 
intelligence (AI): 
Data analytics is the core of the FP&A function 
and usage of AI will find more acceptance in 
future. Few planning applications already offer 
smart tools for data analytics and we’ll likely 
continue to see good enhancements on what 
these tools can do in future. Measurable and 
repeatable tasks will be performed using AI and 
it will deliver results much faster than humans. 
Together with automation, more work will be 
done with less resources and faster. 

Superior performance and quicker 
turnaround times:
We’ll see accounting close cycles getting shorter, 
and analyses and reporting being done faster. 
We’ll also see more intra-month updates giving 
executives an opportunity to track numbers more 
closely and make quick business decisions as 
necessary. This particularly helps companies 
dealing with more volatility to either mitigate risks 
or grab opportunities.
FP&A as critical role: FP&A will no longer merely 
be a support function, but it will be a critical role. 
FP&A enables individuals to see the full picture 
of a company’s businesses, past performance 
and future projections. This tremendously helps 
analysts to understand what has been working 
and where things need redirection. Such exposure 
will continue to attract better talent and skillset, 
which is essential for the role. Organizations will 
also invest more in keeping the skillset of FP&A 
professionals up-to-date. 

 
I’m sure we’ll see more changes than the ones 

listed above, and likely FP&A roles will get bigger 
and grow even more critical to what they are today. 
The increased demand for this function, as well as 
the emergence of new technologies, will surely attract 
more highly-skilled talent. FP&A is an exciting space 
to watch, as these changes start occurring and help 
shape the future of their respective organizations. 

Harshit Chatur, CTP, FP&A, is Director of Finance at 
NRG Energy, Inc.

Disclaimer: Opinions expressed are the author's own 
and not the views of his employer.


