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Career pathing is the process used by individuals to chart a course for their professional direction 
and development. But, the pace of change is so fast in consumer markets, business organizations, the 
technological landscape, and, well everything else, that it leaves many people scratching their heads. How 
do you plan a career at all?

“It is entirely possible that the key skills you will need to be 
successful in five years have not been invented yet.”

 –Gabe Zubizarreta, CEO, Silicon Valley Associates

Volatility is everywhere. In a historical analysis, the Bureau of Labor Statistics found that a typical person 
will have a dozen jobs and six careers in their first two decades in the labor force. The past five years have 
seen the mainstreaming of cloud, agile, IoT, the gig economy, and blockchain. It has also seen the U.S. 
unemployment rate jump from 3.5% to 15% in three months of the coronavirus crisis. Going forward, our 
careers will be even more volatile. Finance practitioners need a career strategy that is agile, flexible and 
adaptable. What does that look like?

Let’s start with the basics. At a high level, the goal of the finance function remains unchanged: to be the 
steward of capital for the company, keeping score of how money moved and should move, and help the 
business make meaning of the numbers.

FP&A is moving to an era where we need to balance multiple points of view simultaneously. The ability 
to pivot quickly is key in our work, the skills we need for our work, and how we navigate our careers. We 
can do this by creating a flexible plan of where we want to go, building strong networks along the way, and 
continuing our education in areas that allow us to harness this multi-point outlook. 

This guide draws on several sources for its research and insights: AFP’s FP&A Advisory Council established 
a subgroup to focus on this topic; a practitioner survey of attendees at AFP 2019 and subsequent 
roundtable discussions; a panel of experts at FinNext; and expert interviews with thinkers in the field. The 
following theme emerges as guidance for planning a career: more than being in the right place at the right 
time, career pathing is about being in multiple places at the same time. 

THE CHALLENGE OF PLANNING A CAREER 1

LEADER TIP: 
Taking an active role in 
developing your team 
helps you build strong 
relationships with 
individuals who can 
flourish in current and 
future roles, remain part of 
your network for years to 
come, and reflect well on 
you as a manager.
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VISION: THE CAREER JOURNEY

Make a Flexible Plan

2

Starting with the big picture context, your career is a major component of your life, and aligning them 
is a critical beginning to success in both. Knowing what you stand for is a powerful place to launch your 
career. The following examples show how to balance long and short-term views by having a framework to 
manage priorities.

First, you must understand your why, says Geetanjali Tandon, Senior Director, Financial Planning and 
Analysis at CentralSquare Technologies: “What are your motives? Do you want to lead or be an SME? My 
former company (Bayer) had a program to help you understand that a career is part of a life. What are 
your goals for retirement, family, and yourself? What restrictions do these goals place upon you? See how 
the different pieces fit together and reevaluate often.”

For example, “If your goal is to be CFO, you will have to work really hard to get there. That may be 
incompatible with a 50/50 work/life balance,” said Emmanuel Caprais, Group CFO at ITT. He uses a GAPS 
framework to align work and life. The framework helps you align all four quadrants by formalizing what they 
really mean to you, which helps you to spot unexpected inconsistencies, for example between your goals 
and your abilities, or between your abilities and perceptions of other people. “If you put in the effort to think 
about your life, and approach each professional opportunity within this frame, your decision-making will be 
more rational and you will feel [more] in control of your career.” The GAPS model is summarized as follows: 

MY POINT OF VIEW OTHERS’ POINT OF VIEW

ABILITIES: What you are good at, the skills and traits you bring, 
or those you want to develop to attain your goals.

GOALS AND VALUES: Personal and professional aspirations, 
should be consistent. 

PERCEPTIONS: How other people see you, your personal 
“brand,” the value you deliver.

SUCCESS FACTORS: Requirements of the position to which 
you aspire.

“Either I can take control of your future or you can,” recalled Johnnie Goodner, Vice President of Finance 
and Treasurer at KidKraft, Inc., of a conversation with a former boss who encouraged him. “I think of a 
career plan like a business creates a long-term strategic plan and then creates an annual budget. I have 
long-term goals with short-term tasks and interim milestones that tell me whether I am making progress 
on that path. I revisit the plan every year, keeping enough flexibility and entertaining alternatives that allow 
me to seize opportunities along the way.” 

A less rigid plan is a “stair-step” approach that focuses on doing great work at each stage and looking only 
one step (goal) ahead. “I never had a fully developed career plan,” said Tracy Butler, CFO of Sound Transit. “I 
tried to constantly learn, constantly add value, and that created openings that either I did or did not take.”

LEADER TIP: 
Leaders should encourage 
everyone on their teams to have 
career goals and discuss them at 
least annually with direct reports. 
This will help identify relevant 
learning opportunities—projects, 
classes, position openings. 
Leaders should also articulate 
what is needed in various roles 
and craft the right learning 
experiences to get there.

TODAY

TOMORROW

GAPS Grid
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Roles versus Jobs

VISION: THE CAREER JOURNEY2

When making a career plan, it is easy to get 
caught up in thinking about jobs you want—titles 
are tangible and concrete. However, all the 
experts we interviewed encouraged thinking 
beyond the title and job. Jobs will change, 
new titles will appear, and at some levels, we 
believe some job descriptions may indeed 
entirely disappear (see the section on page 15, 
Preparing for an Agile World: Will We Still Need 
Job Descriptions?). Instead, our experts advise 
focusing on value creation: you can handle 
changes that arise if you understand what 
drives the company and how you protect the 
competitive advantages and how you create 
value in a sustainable way, Caprais noted.

“FP&A is not just a box on the org chart. FP&A 
is a skill that is carried through for CFOs, 
executives and Board members. There is no 
way to administer your fiduciary responsibility 
without the skills of FP&A,” said Jose Ruiz, CEO 
and Managing Partner at executive search firm 
Alder Koten. “The world is changing faster, 
decisions have to be made a lot quicker, the 
planning cycles are getting shorter, and the top-
level executives and board of directors are more 
impatient about getting the right information 
very, very fast.” 

Ruiz believes that there are two types of finance 
professionals: “The ones that take some weight 
off you when the Board or management asks a 
question, and the ones that create an issue when 
they ask a question.” The following roles reduce 
the weight for everyone: 

• Convergence visualizer: See different facets
of the business and market coming together,
and be able to interpret them and validate
them with strong business acumen.

• Problem clarifier: Step into a situation,
structure the questions appropriately, and
answer quickly and with clarity.

Gabe Zubizarreta, CEO of Silicon Valley Accountants, 
added another metaphor for the role of FP&A: 

• Prosecutor of business reality: Gather facts,
assemble the supporting logic, build your case
in a clear and concise way, and convince the
jury to action. And you have to do it fast.

These all describe the way FP&A can add value to 
the business and transcend job titles. 
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Role Play: When and How to Move Around

VISION: THE CAREER JOURNEY2

Career moves are part serendipity, part planning—as companies reorganize, internal opportunities arise and 
change, your own desires change, and colleagues get promoted, leave, or join the company. A survey of 
AFP 2019 attendees demonstrates that FP&A professionals should be accustomed to moving around since 
most began their careers in other finance functions.1 FP&A should never think of themselves as settled but 
rather collecting multiple experiences and skills to stay atop changing tides.

Early in a career, positional changes can broaden your experience to learn quickly, discover your strengths 
and talents, and meet different people, who not only can teach you valuable skills, but possibly open future 
doors down the road. Rotational programs can be a great benefit to employees and employers if they can 
retain program participants. For the individual, think about setting a “term limit” for positions at the start of 
a new role. How long does it take to become an expert in that subject? What level of mastery do you want 
in that material? For employers, how can you incent the participants to remain with your company after 
investing so the time and effort to cross-train them?

To move around to new roles with intentionality, consider what types of roles may grow your skillset. Identify 
and gravitate towards roles that are critical to company success in a changing environment. For example:  

• Learn the business: Get close to operations to learn how money is made and products and services
are fulfilled, and give tangible experience. Join operations or operations finance.

• Provide business partnership/support: Help a business to make decisions and work through the
difficult tradeoffs that must be made when setting a plan for the year.

• Manage a team: Having direct reports is a critical skill to learn; develop people, be a leader. Take any
role where you can develop teams and individuals, where you can coach and mentor. It hones your
leadership skills and helps you at the executive level.

• Sales (revenue forecasting): It is critical to understand your customer, the need your services fulfill, and
how revenue is generated. This may be as close as you can get to a customer facing role within finance.

• Champion of change: Change is constant and hard, so strive to gain experience navigating change
early and often.

• Work to understand data: “Learn data, data analytics, business intelligence—how to take large data
and turn it into small data. Turn data points into decision points,” advised Zubizarreta.

• Understand finance from the other side: “One aspect of taking a non-FP&A role that I always enjoyed
was experiencing FP&A support from the other side of the table. For someone like me who always
finds my way back to FP&A, I enjoy learning from my FP&A peers what a good (and bad) finance
partnership looks like,” said Gaileon Thompson, FP&A, CTP, VP, Conifer Health Solutions.

WHERE DID YOU BEGIN 
YOUR CAREER?

Accounting 44%

FP&A 19%

Other Finance 16%

Operations 12%

Other 9%

AT WHAT POINT IN YOUR 
CAREER DID YOU GET INTO 
FP&A?

Early-career 40%

Mid-career 51%

Senior 9%

?

?



5 AFP GUIDE: Career Pathing

VISION: THE CAREER JOURNEY2
Alternatively, if roles are thrust upon you due to business needs, find in them the opportunities to learn. In all 
roles we assume that FP&A professionals will bring with them their finance and accounting acumen. In the 
absence of a role change, projects can simulate many of the above benefits of changing roles. The more you 
can streamline and automate your current role, the more opportunities you have to create and join projects. 

When should you look outside the company for roles? Changing companies is a reality, and that choice 
needs to be well thought out in light of your ability to develop yourself while adding value. Caprais advised 
that “if you feel there is a lot of runway at your company for additional responsibility, don’t change. And 
don’t leave for a title. Early in my career, I remember refusing two or three jobs before leaving the company 
I was with because they offered more money but not more responsibility. Another time I left and accepted 
a pay cut because I saw a more exciting long-term opportunity. I am now CFO of that company, and I 
could not be happier. Understand the critical path to accepting more responsibility.”

If you assume that people will change roles, it becomes important for both the departing employee 
and former teammates to end that phase of the relationship positively. As discussed in the section on 
networking, maintaining ties is important and may create opportunities in the future. 

Many people in finance aspire to the CFO role. The CFO is the steward of company capital, a representative 
to the Board or owners, and leader of a department. The step up to CFO is probably greater than any 
step along the path, or even a step to CEO, says Zubizarreta. First, the breadth of skills to be CFO 
requires work in several different areas. At a minimum, CFOs are required to oversee technical accounting, 
operational analysis, and capital markets involvement. Others have added analytics, administrative 
functions, procurement, and tax as well. 

Second, and more importantly, the full complement of leaderships skills necessary for the CFO is not 
necessary for the steps leading up to there. “The style of managing down is not the same as managing 
across the C-level. You cannot dictate. It needs to be an educative, collaborative, and coaching style,” 
advises Zubizarreta. 

FP&A also readily leads to opportunities outside of finance. Caprais said, “my company has a well 
identified path for people to move from finance to general management. [FP&A] are good at identifying 
situations fast and correctly; they are recognized for their finance skill and business acumen. For example, 
we have been putting an emphasis on data analysis in human resources and moving finance people there.” 

Ruiz noted that “for opportunities outside of finance, the sky is the limit. Once you are a trusted partner, 
you can move into any role.”

LEADER TIP: 
Leaders often know 
what opportunities 
are available outside 
their department, or 
what roles are useful 
in helping someone 
meet their career 
development plans.
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VISION: THE CAREER JOURNEY2

A Mile Deep or a Mile Wide?

When planning different steps in your career, how far should you go in 
developing expertise in a particular area? The usual way to think about this is 
to have knowledge that is “a mile wide”—shorthand for shallow but broad skills, 
versus “a mile deep”—extensive expertise in a small number of areas. We asked 
several experts their opinion: 

• Craig Stevens, Senior Vice President, Accounting and Reporting, Swiss Re:
“A mile wide. Some people are complete experts in what they do, but
cannot add value outside. I think it is important to have multiple near-
expertise experiences, not to be the one-and-only expert, but to know
it well enough to analyze situation and ask [the] right questions. I think
of it like getting to Base Camp 1 or 2, which is pretty awesome, but not
necessarily reaching the top of the mountain.”

• Gaileon Thompson, FP&A, CTP, VP, Conifer Health Solutions: “A mile wide. The
people who are more successfully navigating their career are in the wide realm,
accustomed to change, and better able to absorb the blows that inevitably
come. There are always disruptions in some way, but the good athlete has
multiple skills to move across the organization to new opportunities.”

• Eric Herrenkohl, Managing Director and Executive Coach, AchieveNEXT:
“A mile deep. As you move up the corporate ladder to CFO, especially in
the middle market, people hire for a specific skillset. If there is a strong
CFO role out there, there are going to be a lot of candidates. To market
yourself as a generic CFO won’t work. You have to know how you fit into
the business cycle. Turnaround? Growth? Operational? Capital raise?
People want a CFO who has ‘been there, done that.’”

• Ben Pring, Director of the Center for the Future of Work at Cognizant:
“Early in my career, we used to say that there was a “T” shape to your
knowledge. It is important to develop expertise in an area, and at the same
time to have knowledge of many things. Then you can bring expertise as
your value-added point of view. Of course, there are limits to what people
can do. People have their own personal DNA and should be sure to play
to their strengths. And they should remember there is a huge sunk cost in
time and dollars to develop true expertise.”
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AFP: With so much change, what will careers look like in the future? 

Pring: The most important thing may be to pick the right career and the right company. 
I have two older brothers and, when you look at it from a career perspective, I have been 
more successful. I am not any more brilliant than the others. One went into journalism, a 
profession that has been challenged over the past several decades. The other went into 
civil service. I put my board on the wave of technology which has grown exponentially. 
The waves are what drive the future.

How can someone mid-career change waves? 

I don’t have a good answer to that; it is really hard. It is not survival of the fittest, but 
survival of the most adaptable. As you grow and develop in your career, you need to 
continue to be curious and interested in the future of your work. A lot of people get to the 
midpoint of their career and lose that curiosity; they double down on what got them that 
far, which may not get them further. 

Clive Davis is 88 years old and is the chief creative officer at Sony Music. He surrounds 
himself with young people who keep him in touch and in tune with the current music 
scene, even though he goes home and listens to Frank Sinatra. That is a type of reverse 
mentorship. People sometimes get to a point in their careers where they are designing for 
themselves, they have a lot of ego invested, when they should be listening and keeping in 
touch with others. 

For people who are not technologically comfortable in a tech-focused world, there is an 
existential fear they will not be successful. However, people still want people. I don’t want 
a robot doctor, but I want a doctor who knows how to handle technology. 

Are job descriptions obsolete?

I could not write a job description for what I do today. My mom has no idea what I do, and 
I have no idea what my son will do. He will develop something new. We are splintering into 
a world of open source, open APIs in all parts of our lives. Organizations are like a nucleus 
with a lot of neutrons flying around them. 

Choosing Your 
Work, Industry 
and Company: 
The Board 
and The Wave

A conversation 
with Ben Pring, 
Director of the 
Center for the Future 
of Work at Cognizant.
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Meaningful Relationships

BUILDING A NETWORK3
Building a network is important for your career for numerous reasons: excellence in your current role, 
identifying future roles, attaining those opportunities, and identifying talent. It can help you to be visible 
in multiple places while simultaneously receiving inputs from many sources. “The biggest mistake people 
make in thinking about their careers is they fail to cultivate their relationship garden, cultivate their 
network. This is like eating right and exercising; you know you should do it, but people get drawn inside 
their own four walls and stop reaching out,” said Eric Herrenkohl, Executive Coach and Managing Director 
at AchieveNEXT.

Some people get stuck on the idea of networking 
as “working a room”—a series of shallow 
conversations to collect business cards and find 
your next role. That sounds distasteful and, for 
most finance professionals, a difficult fit for their 
personality. Instead, we can redefine networking 
in a way that shows why its valuable: creating 
meaningful relationships by finding people with 
whom you can share ideas, add value and gain 
value (including satisfaction in the relationship) 
for mutual benefit.

Networking requires a thoughtful approach. “At 
AchieveNext, we call it ‘Making Connections that 
Count,’” explained Herrenkohl. “It is about meeting 
the right people—the senior decision makers or 
connectors who know those people and they are 
involved with companies/organizations that are of 
interest to you. Quality matters more than quantity. 
The most valuable networking happens at senior 
levels. We work with executives to identify the 
right people to meet and to convey a message 
that frames up the potential mutual value of 
connecting.” 

Successful networking comes down to understanding 
yourself—your goals and (desired) abilities, as well as 
emotional intelligence to understand others—what 
message to send at what time, and to whom?  For 
example, one way to build meaningful relationships is 
to offer to help a colleague with a problem, or to ask 
for help or advice from someone that you want to 
get to know better. The colleague can be in any part 
of any business—from operations to sales to finance. 
Understanding your reason for network will help you 
choose the right person and the right question to ask.

 As we wrestle with remote work brought on by 
workplace trends and the coronavirus, it may be 
harder to tend your network. Below are a few tips 
for maintaining your network from a distance:

• Set aside a certain amount of time each day/
week for this by blocking it on your calendar.

• Personal connections: Ask for advice from
former colleagues or industry experts. Consider
a virtual cup of coffee.

• Virtual events: Follow up with webinar
speakers or join virtual roundtables, which are
designed to be more interactive than webinars.

• Mastermind groups: “A mastermind is a group
of smart people that connect on a regular basis
to tackle challenges and problems together.
They lean on each other, give advice, share
connections and do business with each other
when appropriate. It’s very much peer-to-peer
mentoring.”2 People form their own or join a
service that creates a group.

• Social media: Post interesting articles and
questions on LinkedIn or Twitter; seek out a
few people you would like to hear from to help
gain traction.

• Internally, look for or create special projects,
related to the learning types offered on page 4,
or learning opportunities (brown bags lunches,
book clubs, etc.).

• For AFP members, take part in chat room
discussions such as AFP Collaborate or
volunteer working task forces.
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Mentors and Mentees 

BUILDING A NETWORK3

One form of networking is establishing a mentor/mentee relationship. AFP 
research clearly shows that mentorships can be profoundly beneficial for both 
parties involved.3

Have you had a mentor? 66% Yes

Did having a mentor have a positive influence on your career? 98% Yes

Was the mentor your supervisor? 49% Yes

Do you stay in touch with your mentor if you no longer 
work together? 86% Yes

Would you describe the relationship with your mentor as 
formal or informal? 78% Informal 

Some of the benefits enumerated in the survey and the ensuing roundtable 
discussion include the following:

“As both a mentee and a mentor I benefited from another perspective – it 
forced me to think differently and analyze actions and outcomes critically.”

Being a mentor helps to…

…provide a perspective outside of my reporting relationship.

…expose young people to how organizations (and senior 
management) work.

…promote ethical decisions. 

…vastly accelerate career by listening to the experience of 
someone who has already “been there.”

…build networks and encourage individual personal growth 
and leadership opportunities.

Have you had a mentee? 60% Yes

Did having a mentee have a positive influence on your career? 89% Yes

Mentorees, was the mentor your supervisor? 49% Yes

Do you stay in touch with your mentee if you no longer 
work together? 84% Yes

Would you describe the relationship with your mentee as 
formal or informal? 79% Informal 

…provide a perspective outside of my reporting relationship.

…develop a skill in providing constructive feedback. 

…get insight to younger generational thinking 
   (reverse mentorship).

…encourage empathy on critical issues.

…keep yourself with alacrity of mind.

…receive some closure for past mistakes or missteps that
  they [the mentor] might have made.

Being a mentee helps to…
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BUILDING A NETWORK3
With such overwhelming evidence in favor of mentorships, it is important to get the process right with 
good mentor/mentee practices. Remember that not all employees want to be mentored and not all 
experts know how to teach others. For those looking to pursue this type of relationship, the survey and 
ensuing practitioner discussion of how to do it right includes the following:

Logistics of Mentorships

Discourse of Mentorships

• Be engaged in the partnership; meet regularly.

• Mentor to be genuinely interested in the mentee’s development.

• Know your boundaries. Don’t let the relationship interfere with job responsibilities. Don’t play
favorites. Don’t become a crutch for inadequate work.

• Have similar work ethics; it will not work if one person is a workaholic and the other is  more laid back.

• Include all levels of the organization as part of the mentor/mentee pool.

• Be willing to change if the relationship is not the right fit.

• Mentee to recognize value of mentor’s time.

• Have a specific goal/objective identified for what you are trying to accomplish.

• Mentee presents questions/items for discussion in advance so mentor can better prepare.

• Honest and open conversation.

• Topics revolve around the mentee’s career development with open discussion on the possibility of
venturing outside of the current company.

• Organic, natural voluntary relationship.

• Bi-directional learning and support

• Cross-departmental.

• “Know your mentee” - a good mentor can and should be gentle at times, but also provide “tough
love” at times depending on the situation and personalities involved.
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BUILDING A NETWORK3
Not all mentorships are beneficial, even with the best of intentions. Some people do not make good 
mentors, even if they are brilliant at their craft. Some people do not make good mentees at particular 
times in their career. And sometimes, the fit is simply not right. 

Characteristics of an Ineffective Mentorship

• Glossing over failures, excessive cheerleading, or promotion to level of incompetence.

• Ego.

• Taking advantage of the power dynamics between participants.

• Demeaning the mentee when asking questions.

• Institutionalized brown-nosing.

• Too much structure that creates a forced or contrived relationship.

• The actions of one party reflects poorly on the other.

• Confusing the expectations of “mentorship” versus “sponsorship,” which is advocating on behalf
of someone for promotions or peak assignments. “Anyone can be mentored, but only the top
10% would be sponsored,” said an executive at AFP 2019.

• Political maneuvering or favoritism.

• The opposite of good practices identified on the previous page!

LEADER TIP: 
Leaders can often pave 
the way for introductions 
by identifying who would 
be open to networking 
conversations, and who 
would be good people 
to introduce based on 
topic, seniority, or fit. A 
step beyond mentorship 
is “sponsorship,” actively 
promoting a person or 
protégé to build that 
person’s career. Sponsors 
become personally vested 
in the effort, so much 
so that their own star is 
brightened or dulled by the 
protégé’s success.
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KEEP LEARNING, BUT WHAT?4
We believe the role of CFO will remain as the steward of company capital, and FP&A will retain its mission 
of supporting business decisions by allocating capital to its best use. However, what are the skills that will 
be required to do that?  

AFP sees a few trends as the apex of the maturity model that define the trajectory of skills. FP&A operates 
in an environment where data may be difficult to access, or perhaps is accessible but unstable, often 
characterized by the VUCA4 acronym. Therefore, we need the skills, tools and methods to handle multiple 
points of view simultaneously. 

Finance & Business Acumen 

In the area of finance skills, we see a greater need to recognize that multiple outcomes are possible, and that 
single point estimates of forecasts and valuations do not capture the universe of outcomes. FP&A helps the 
organization create strategic alignment from these unknowns by applying tools that allow for multiple views.

Next, finance processes need to incorporate this multiplicity of views

Recent crises show that events of high impact and low likelihood can happen quickly. Finance can respond 
by increasing its monitoring and preparation for different outcomes, and speeding its reaction time. All 
the items on this page show a different mindset, a recognition that we do not have certainty in what will 
happen. Instead, we need flexibility to respond quickly, and we need optionality to pivot to a different plan. 
We also need the supporting systems and data structures to do so.

TRADITIONAL METHOD MULTIPLE POINTS OF VIEW SAMPLE SKILL ATTAINMENT
Single point forecast Statistical probability adjusted forecast Monte Carlo simulations, range-forecasting, scenario analysis, 

rolling forecasts

NPV Option valuation Binomial trees, real options, probability-adjusted NPV 

TRADITIONAL METHOD MULTIPLE POINTS OF VIEW SAMPLE SKILL ATTAINMENT
Single plan Scenario planning Scenario planning, game theory

Key performance indicators (KPIs) Key risk indicators (KRIs), risk planning Risk management frameworks, i.e., COSO ERM or ISO 31000 

Rigid budget Flexible, directional, or no budgets Separate planning from goal setting, forecasting processes

Rigid forecast cycle Frequent, on-demand or event-driven forecasts Process management, forecast automation, adaptive budgeting

Income statement Addition of cash flow and balance sheet focus Working capital management, direct method accounting for 
cash flows, project payback calculations
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KEEP LEARNING, BUT WHAT?4

Technology & Data Skills

FP&A needs access to high quality tools, and the supporting processes, to manage its data. Bridging the gap 
between skills and tools are statistics. Statistical tools are gaining in importance as the volume, variety and 
velocity of data increases. These capabilities are built into spreadsheets, EPM tools, reporting software, and 
business intelligence packages at rates of increasing sophistication. If we are not using these tools, then we 
are sub-optimizing. If we are using them incorrectly, then we are in danger of drawing false conclusions. 

It is cliché yet critical to say that we need a single source of truth. More insightfully, we have a structural 
problem: we need input from many people and other systems, but financial data ties to the general ledger 
and operational data ties to transactional systems. Until a company bridges that data chasm, FP&A will 
constantly spend time reconciling data. AFP research shows that from 2010 to 2019, FP&A spend three 
quarters of its time gathering and manipulating data. Yes, the flow of data increased, but the tools did as well. 
This puts a premium on skills of data gathering and data preparation, including building databases, writing 
queries, managing automation “bots” and work flows.  

Personal & Team Effectiveness

Multiple points of view are reflected in the PATE skills required as well. For finance people that means hiring 
for and cultivating flexibility, adaptability and curiosity. FP&A should hire people with a wide skillset to be 
able to adjust to changing conditions. Interview questions might include, “Tell me about a time that your 
office faced a significant change in process, structure, technology, leadership, etc. How did you respond?”

A resilient team includes diversity of professional and personal backgrounds, skills and personality traits. 
You may need expert modelers and strong partners, people who can read contract and electrical wiring 
diagrams. Can you find that all in one person? 

With all the ambiguity, it is possible to create paralysis through analysis, so you need people who can work 
with others or independently to push through ambiguity. “Good hires are the ones with the determination 
and desire to GSD—get stuff done! Require your team to challenge you (respectfully), and think about what 
skills you may lack that you need to fill through your team,” advises Johnnie Goodner.

LEADER TIP: 
As you become a more senior, 
your ability to tie the work to the 
whole matters more. Integrative 
intelligence5 is the act of defining 
work, disseminating it among 
a collaborative and fluid team, 
then re-aggregating it to drive 
decisions. Having the answer is 
less important than knowing what 
questions to ask. Doing work is 
less important than creating the 
work to be done. Efficiency is 
great, and disruption is better. 

Integrative intelligence assumes the 
team is different—it is fluid as it is 
formed around tasks, projects and 
processes, which may last for a few 
days or years. It consists of anyone 
who can contribute, including 
co-workers both remote and on-
premise, customers and suppliers 
who have integrated data, vendors, 
consultants, gig/freelancers, and 
even automated bots. 
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AFP: The term “career path” implies change, otherwise there is not movement along a path. 
Why is change hard for many finance practitioners? 

Stevens: The current activities are keeping them comfortable…some people in finance are not 
hungry enough for change but are happy doing their widget building. Managers planning for the 
future should create a vision for the team, explain that change creates opportunities. Then create a 
path, and show people what will be needed for that path. Essentially invite them along!

How do you encourage finance leaders to coach people? 

Many managers are guiding people to get their work done, not to develop themselves. We created 
a coaching program where managers will coach assigned individuals on our team to support 
them in further developing their career paths. The plan is also to provide the coaches with training 
on understanding coaching styles, employee personality and work tendencies, and on guiding 
careers. This is a different twist on mentors; we did not want to use that term.  

We as leaders look to guide individuals on what career options are possible, whether they are 
horizontal or vertical, and help to make appropriate networking introductions. With my direct reports, I 
have career discussions quarterly, while leaving the door open for more frequent coaching discussions.

How do you encourage people to change?  

Managers need to make change exciting and fun: create exposure for people to make change, 
create speaking opportunities through internal webcasts that highlight how a new finance tool or 
process has added value. We have “pitstops” where individuals can spend two weeks shadowing 
and learning someone else’s job. It takes a lot of effort as leader but over time, you create a 
snowball effect that brings people along. That should be the goal.

Should you create separate career tracks between SMEs and “adventure seekers” who are 
comfortable with change?

You can create a career plan for both, but that may be hard to do. You need to be careful not to 
create a divide between the two groups, and you would have to be flexible on how you categorize 
individuals. There have been people who have surprised me by coming along on the path of 
change beyond what I expected from them. 

Perfection is not going to happen right out of the gate and people are naturally afraid of failure, so 
perhaps a leader can provide air cover for that failure.

I expect failure, I just hope it is not humongous!

How Managers 
Can Guide a 
Career Path
A discussion with 
Craig Stevens, 
Senior Vice President, 
Accounting and 
Reporting, Swiss Re, 
and speaker at 
AFP 2020.
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PREPARING FOR AN AGILE WORLD: WILL WE STILL NEED JOB DESCRIPTIONS?5

CONTINUED > > > 

Imagine the following thought experiment on how work might get done in the not-
too-distant future; note the skills required to organize and excel in this environment. 

Your title is FP&A project consultant. Your job is divided into two parts: 65% is project or “non-
recurring work,” and generally you have two or three projects simultaneously; 25% is “recurring 
work,” and your program is overseeing management reporting to a business unit; and 10 percent 
is education and development, which is usually related to your new projects. 

It has been two years since the company announced, “there are no more jobs, there are people 
with skillsets and places to apply them.” Gone are the days of job descriptions with many bullet 
points that defined everything you could be doing in FP&A. The company rewrote and simplified 
your former FP&A manager job description: find and solve problems to help grow the business. 
Mostly you feel like an in-house consultant. 

This new system is the payoff from the finance automation efforts of recent years. You spend less 
time gathering and manipulating data for static processes. Natural language software prepares and 
disseminates all variance reports, and most questions from managers are handled through their 
access to self-service reporting. 

Directors and above have a defined org chart with programs they manage, while consultants 
like you have leaders who provide logistics, subject matter expertise and references to others 
who can support your projects. On a day-to-day basis, you may report to any number of people, 
giving you wide exposure across functions, locations and topics. 

You wake up in the morning and follow your usual get-ready-for-the-day routine, and then walk 
to your at-home office to login to work for the day. The office collaborative communication 
tool pings and announces, “You have a new project.” The algorithm analyzes your skillset and 
personality type to create your new challenge: 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION: 
Employee-related business travel expense has a large “Other” category that requires 
employee time and effort to review and reconcile. Find a way to deploy automation to 
this sub-process to make it more efficient and accurate. 

MILESTONES: 
Please take the next three days to meet members of the team, estimate the scope of 
work and resources, and develop a project plan. A kick-off meeting has been scheduled 
for Tuesday. Progress check-ins with your director will be each following Tuesday.
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Now that you understand the system, you can see what is important in planning your 
career. Thinking strategically means that you have the integrative intelligence to understand 
how the company makes money in key processes, how processes work together, and how 
to disaggregate problems to people and teams. You build and maintain relationships across 
finance and the business because at any time, you could work with anyone. The project-
centered work means you are always building skills, and the more you do all these things, 
the more your value to the company increases. 

TEAM/ROLES: 
Applying a RACI or DACI accountability matrix: 

• Responsible/Drivers: You are the project lead. You will also have XYZ, a new junior
analyst on your team.

• Accountable: Russ Masten, Director of Expense Management, (who also happens to
be your reporting manager)

• Consulted: Ann Kelso has insight to the data you will need for this analysis

• Informed: Singh Koo, Director of Expense Management. Your work will impact him.

PERSONALITY PROFILES: 
Click here to learn about the DISC profile everyone mentioned on the team, and how to 
best work with them. Focus on psychological safety for everyone on the team!

EVALUATION: 
The project team will be evaluated on how well goals are achieved, and manner in which 
the team works together to achieve those goals. 

You are excited for the project and the team; you met Koo once, last year, at a team 
“onsite” meeting when the CFO brought everyone together for a three days of planning, 
networking, and educational session. Kelso is actually a tightly-integrated third-party 
vendor with a reputation for excellent tools, which means you will get to play with some 
new toys. This project requires applying machine learning tools to analyze a data set… 
didn’t one of your colleagues present on a similar effort at the last quarterly onsite? Let’s 
look that up in the knowledge and network platform.
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The topics in this guide are intended for education and reflect the state 
of practice for corporate finance. While not intended as study materials 
for the Certified Corporate FP&A Professional exam, it does relate exam 
knowledge domains. 

To see the full PDF of knowledge domains, view them HERE.
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