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Introduction 

•  In October 2014 The Institute of Chartered Accountants in England & Wales, Finance and Management Faculty 
has published Finance business partnering: a guide as part of its Finance Direction Initiative and much of the 
following synopsis is taken from that definitive document. 

•  The concept of Finance Business Partners is first referenced in 1928 with the idea of “controllership” set out by 
Kester R. B.: The importance of the Controller, The accounting Review Volume 3(3). The article was taken from an 
address to the American Petroleum Industry delivered in December 1927. 

•  From 1952 to 1967 Argyris, Simon et al developed the concept of the “controller” across strategic planning, 
organisation of planning and control systems, reporting and interpretation of information for management and the 
coordination and assessment of information through managerial controls. Accounting professionals assuming 
general management responsibilities recognised that they needed a broader point of view than the strictly 
departmental view provided by the technical accounting function 

•  By 1976 Gerstener et al noted that financial staff were not only influencing procedural aspects of planning but 
were shaping the actual substance of strategy 

•  In 1980 Hopper stated “contrary to expectations neither interpersonal relationships nor excessive power of 
accountants were problematical, nor did many accountants show bureaucratic orientations. Their inability to meet 
service expectations were perhaps, related to ambiguity and stress emanating from accounting workflows” 
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Introduction 

•  By 1982 Sathe captured the fundamental shift in the role of the accountant in saying “the controller is part of the 
management team responsible for the relevant organisational unit; he or she typically reports directly to the 
individual in charge of the unit. The controller’s two major responsibilities are (1) to help the management team in 
the business decision-making process, and (2) to ensure that reported financial information pertaining to the 
organisation is accurate and that internal control practices conform to corporate policy”. Sathe V (1982) Controller 
involvement in management. 

•  In 2000 Ahrens and Chapman noted that “In Britain….management accountants became more cautious about 
their abilities to shape the priorities of the organisation and instigate change unilaterally. They became concerned 
with the need to demonstrate their relevance to others to bring their expertise to bear on organisational problems” 

•  In 2003 Scheuerman said “most CFOs said they wanted the role of the finance function to be that of business 
partner” 

•  In 2005 Burns and Baldvinsdottir speak of a hybrid controller that brings together the Control and support 
functions: Burns and JG Baldvinsdottir: An institutional perspective of accountant’s new roles: the interplays of 
contradictions and practice, European accounting review Volume 14(4). 

•  In 2013 Goretzki et al said “Although not every firm seems to yearn for the ‘business partner’ it still appears to be 
commonsensical to use the term ‘business partner’ to describe the apparently new and more management-
oriented role of the management accountant”. 

•  Accountants have been working towards a commonsensical business partner role for nearly 100 years 
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What is Finance Business Partnering? 

Definitions 
 
•  It is not a new concept. Organisations should not be considering whether to implement the concept, they should 

be considering whether it is relevant to their organisation. 
•  Definitions of business partnering usually include one or more of the following: 

–  Involvement in strategy formulation, implementation and communications 
–  Involvement in commercial decision making and negotiations 
–  Leading on business analysis, and 
–  Being a sounding board, trusted adviser, critical friend or facilitator of productive business discussions 

•  Other definitions include more specialist functions like regulation, capital structures and stakeholder relations 
•  There is no single definition and the role is best defined in the context of organisational requirements and 

circumstances 
•  Business partnering is also about an attitude of mind – sometimes termed the business owner attitude. 
•  A key distinction that must be drawn is whether business partners are aiming to be dispassionate, detached 

providers of analysis or whether they are integrated to their service and share the reward of success and are held 
accountable for failure. There is no substantial evidence to know which of these approaches is most likely to lead 
to improved performance although there is some evidence in industry to suggest that the integrated controller role 
is more common in organisations which are capital intensive, emphasise planning and budgeting and have 
complex interdependencies between operating units – a description that chimes more closely with the NHS. 
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Understanding the Business 

•  A consistent assertion is that Finance Business Partners need to understand the business.  
•  Understanding the business underpins the concept of the Business Partner but not in an idealised and rather 

conceptual way but based in the political, economic, legal and social realities of how a business really works. 

Talking and listening 
 
•  Get out and talk to staff, stakeholders and to external bodies 
•  Hone your listening skills 
•  Meet at colleagues workplaces and observe the business in action 
•  Be prepared for contradictions and triangulate information before using the information. There is a well 

documented psychological organisational tendency to blame other people and departments and circumstances for 
problems while taking too much personal credit for successes.  

•  The very act of initiating these discussions can raise expectations about delivery and uncover pent-up demand for 
additional services. Stakeholders will form opinions based upon this and these initial meetings are key to the 
stakeholder view of competence, trustworthiness and the value of collaboration. 

Reading 
 

•  Read internal documentation and do not ignore the history of the organisation 
•  Financial analysis produced outside the Finance department flags up potential weak spots for what the function is 

not delivering currently 
•  External Reports are copious within the NHS and key documents include NHS Trust Development Authority, CQC, 

Monitor, Public Health Observatory and Commissioner Board Reports – read as many of these as possible for 
context 
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Understanding the Business 

Making sense of all that 
information 
 
•  Such large volumes of information are 

often difficult to assimilate and a 
number of skills and techniques are 
available to help 

•  Business modelling involves the 
mapping of cause and effect 
relationships in business and the use of 
maps and diagrams to capture key 
operational relationships, cost drivers, 
cashflow drivers, information 
technology dependencies – the 
rhythms and pace of the organisation 
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•  Porter’s Five Forces and Hambricks Strategy Diamond are useful but less applicable in the managed market of 
the health service. PESTLE (Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal and Environmental) analysis and 
SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) analysis are more relevant 

•  ‘Perspective taking’ involves looking at the organisation through different lenses – the patient, the carer, the 
workforce, the regulator, the commentator etc. 

•  Process map the most important end-to-end workflows 
•  Continuously update the above processes 



Understanding the Business 

Risks of understanding the 
Business 
 
•  There are obvious downsides to 

understanding the business and 
Business partners will be confronted 
with ‘push back’ when organisational 
forecasts are clearly unachievable. 
There is also a possibility that 
Business partners become the ‘expert’ 
and services disengage because ‘you 
know best’.  

•  There are multiple understandings of 
a business and the finance business 
partner may well have a different view 
of the business from the Consultant or 
from the Nurse or from the Clinical 
Governance lead – none of these 
views are wrong. Developing an 
understanding of the business should 
not be misinterpreted as agreeing with 
someone else’s view of the business. 
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Assessing the current position 

Assessing capability 
 
•  The process of understanding the business will give some idea of 

the current capability of the finance department and to what degree 
it is positioned as a business partner. 

•  Research by Pierce and O’Dea shows that finance staff are not 
always best placed to assess the quality of their services or to 
understand what the business actually wants. There is a tendency to 
overestimate the value of their analysis, believe that information is 
more accurate than it is, and perceive information to be timely when 
it is not – so introspection is not enough and feedback must be 
sought from customers and stakeholders. 

•  Customer feedback should be treated with caution – organisations 
can be defensive and criticise information when it does support a 
position or stance or decision. 

•  The Finance function: a framework for analysis – ICAEW 2011, sets 
out a comprehensive analysis of finance activities that need to be 
assessed including accounting, compliance, management and 
control, funding, strategy and risk. 

•  While these elements are not directly related to Business Partnering 
it is almost impossible to provide an effective service if the 
fundamentals are not in place. 
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Assessing the current position 

Assessing capability 
 
•  A comprehensive review of capabilities will need to 

consider a range of qualitative and concrete factors 
including: 

–  Depth of business understanding 
–  Alignment with organisational strategy and 

priorities 
–  Influence and involvement in strategy, 

business decisions and commercial 
negotiations 

–  Degree of executive and line management 
trust 

–  The stage at which finance is consulted on 
new initiatives 

–  Ability to quickly adapt to new circumstances 
–  Effectiveness of capital and funding structures 
–  Success and failures in providing solutions to 

organisational problems 
–  Level of integration of performance 

management systems 
–  Accuracy and timeliness of information 
–  Costs of transaction processing and 

information provision 
–  Efficiency and effectiveness of financial 

controls 
–  Relevance and usefulness of information and 

analysis 
–  Effectiveness of information presentation 
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Gathering the evidence 
 
•  A comprehensive review of capabilities will 

need to utilise a range of methods for 
gathering evidence: 

–  Qualitative criteria can be assessed by 
considering questions such as “Is 
finance represented on important 
committee and working groups?” “What 
decisions do finance have to sign off?” 
“Are there ‘shadow’ finance teams in 
other parts of the organisation?’ 

–  Structured programme of meetings 
with important stakeholders 

–  Questionnaires 
–  Process analysis 
–  Internal and External benchmarking 
–  Employment of advisers may provide 

independence and comparators 
–  Review of finance activities conducted 

outside the finance function – 
particularly reworking of existing 
analysis 

–  Review and observe how distributed 
information is used if at all 



Assessing the current position 

Understanding the implications 
 
•  Finance business partnering: a Guide ICAEW (2014) considers 

business partnering along two continuum – Business demand for 
partnering and finance team capability. 
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Invest 

Develop 
effectiveness in 

core work 

Solve a key 
business problem 

Continuous 
improvement and 
scenario planning 

 Business Demand (Low) 

 Finance Capability (High) 



Assessing the current position 

Interpretation 
 
•  It is important to emphasise that low finance capability to deliver business partnering and low demand for 

business partnering could be entirely appropriate for an organisation. This may be the case if the business is 
successful and finance is carrying out its core functions effectively. There is, indeed, little rigorous evidence to 
show a causal link between finance business partnering and organisational success, however, Zoni and 
Merchant (2007) did find a positive correlation between controller involvement and financial performance. 

•  In those organisations where there is a high demand for business partnering, and this has often been found to 
be the case in NHS organisations, the evidence suggests that an incremental approach to building finance 
business partnering is likely to be most successful. The foundations of effective accounting, reporting and 
transaction processing are essential. Evidence suggests that historic attempts at disruptive change 
management commonly associated with the NHS programme management model has led to unrealistic 
expectations which at best create undeliverable demand for change and at worst cause irreparable reputational 
damage to finance – World Class Finance: Imperial College and Ernst and Young 2011. 

•  The ICAEW model suggests that high demand and low capability translates to a need to invest. This has 
historically been the position most commonly seen in the NHS, however, the scenario rarely leads to budget for 
increased resources in the NHS. The NHS has generally had to build a well constructed case for redeployment 
of resources to a list of careful priorities. This requires organisational recognition of the need to stop certain 
transactions and to consider materiality in priorities. 

•  The most difficult position to face is high capability and low demand – it is easier to control capability 
development than to influence organisational resistance. In order to build demand the function needs to find 
ways of contributing to organisational issues, demonstrating value for finance input and developing relationships 
with line management. If organisational resistance is intransient then capability should be reduced – there is no 
value in maintaining a highly capable finance function which is not used. 
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Building Finance Capability 
 
Finance Business Partners: A specification……… 
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Business Partnering 
Attitudes 

An owners Perspective A genuine interest in what makes the organisation 
tick 
A desire to understand how income is generated, 
why initiatives succeed or fail, what others in the 
sector are doing, high levels of personal pride and 
a proprietary view of resources and outcomes. 

Ethical integrity The ability to tread the fine line between 
supporting the division and supporting the 
organisation 
A well developed sense of ethics and the courage 
to stand up for ethical principles. This is promoted 
through organisational value statements, 
managerial support and training. 

Prioritising Business Partnering Where competing statutory demands and 
regulatory demands are prevalent the Business 
Partner is able to prioritise business partnering. 
This is supported by well structured roles and 
keen time management. Business Partners do 
not revert to the comfort of familiar finance roles 
and behaviours. 

Managing ambiguity and risk Aspiring Business partners who need accurate, 
comprehensive information with predictable 
outcomes before committing to action will struggle 
to match the pace of decision making in a clinical 
environment. 



Building Finance Capability 
 
A specification……… 
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Attitude 
(continued) 

Commercial Being commercial is associated with identifying and 
suggesting margin generating initiatives, a willingness to 
take risks, well-developed negotiating skills and keeping 
an organisation or function focused on its strategy. 
Opposing poor initiatives is as important as supporting 
good ones – there is an art to saying no, including the 
importance of suggesting alternatives – do not 
commentate. 

Self Confidence Conflicting interests and views are inevitable and 
Business partners need to stand their ground, speak the 
truth, know which battles to fight but above all hold open 
and honest conversations. The risks involved mean that 
Business Partners need to know that they will be 
supported by Finance’s leadership when they do take a 
position based on sound reasoning. 

Knowledge Financial, Accounting and 
Regulatory Knowledge 

Be forensic in the assessment of this area, it is too easy 
to assume this as a given of qualified accountants. Do 
Business Partners have skills in activity based costing, 
risk analysis, approaches to budgeting, balanced 
scorecards, Key Performance Indicators, Regulatory 
knowledge of the NHS Constitution and Operational 
Standards, funding mechanisms like the National tariff, 
new funding sources etc. 
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A specification……… 
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Knowledge 
(continued) 

Strategic Many see high level objectives, vision and mission 
statements as a strategy. Business Partners need to see 
strategy as how these things are achieved. 

Knowledge of other 
disciplines 

It is essential to be able to hold meaningful conversations 
with specialists in other fields, for example Referral to 
Treatment rules, Quality indicators, health demographics, 
determinants of health, commissioning strategies etc. 

Analytical and statistical 
knowledge 

The concept of “Big Data”, analytics and data 
visualisation is occasionally dismissed as hype, however, 
there are extensive opportunities available to business 
partners in this field and particularly in the field of 
healthcare. This, we believe, represents an important 
field for business partners to develop and seize. 

Sustainability This is a field that is increasingly falling within the purview 
of Business Partners and is regarded as key to strategic 
plans by 93% of CEO’s – Accenture/UN Global Compact 
Study 2010. 

Communication Skills Overcoming stereotypes Accountants have to work hard to overcome entrenched 
prejudices 

Tailored delivery Good communication is in the eye of the beholder 



Building Finance Capability 
A specification……… 
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Communication 
(continued) 

Everything “should be made 
as simple as possible, but 
not simpler” (Albert Einstein) 

A particular challenge for business partners is 
determining the level of detail that should be used to 
explain the assumptions and logic of a piece of analysis 
and the subsequent recommendations. 

Empathy The ability “to perceive the internal frame of reference of 
another with accuracy and with the emotional 
components and meanings as if one were that person, 
but without losing the as if condition” (A way of being: C R 
Rogers) 

Listening •  Use “minimal encouragers” such as ‘tell me more’ or 
‘go on’ which allow people to explore the topic more 

•  Summarise and paraphrase to check understanding 
and reinforce the intent to listen 

•  Ask non-leading questions 
•  Clear the mind of distractions 
•  Adopt an attentive posture 
•  Set aside time appropriate to the complexity of the 

subject 
•  Find a space free of distractions 

Plan •  What are the key messages from the analysis 
•  What actions does the analysis suggest 
•  Who is the audience and what are their communication 

preferences 
•  What do others need to know before they make 

informed decisions 
•  What interests are at stake in regard to the decision 
•  Who is likely to resist and what will convince them 



Building Finance Capability 
A specification……… 
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Communication 
(continued) 

Influencing  Logical Persuasion, Consensus building, visioning, 
application of power are all forms of influencing. Select 
the form to be used – (Getting to Yes: Fisher and Ury 
2011) 

Format Numbers, graphs, images and sound – (How to make an 
impact, Harlow: Prentice Hall 2008) 

Analytical Skills Opportunity/problem 
identification 

•  Curiosity 
•  Listening and observation 
•  Prioritisation of multiple requests 

Opportunity/problem 
specification 

•  Keep an open mind 
•  Perspective taking 
•  Critical thinking 
•  Understanding root causes 

Plan the analysis  •  Creativity 
•  Knowledge of tools and techniques and adaptation of 

techniques (monte carlo risk analysis was developed 
by physicists) 

•  Research methods – a wide range of possible 
approaches avoids defining issues in ways that suit 
techniques (“If you only have a hammer then every 
problem looks like a nail”) 

•  Project management 

Data Gathering •  Knowledge of data sources and systems 
•  Creativity 
•  Communication and influencing skills 
•  Evidence assessment 
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Analytical Skills 
(Continued) 

Undertaking the analysis  •  Assumption creation and assessment 
•  Conceptual Thinking 
•  Perspective taking 
•  Spreadsheet and system skills 
•  Ability to step back 
•  Distinguish correlation from causation 

Testing the analysis •  Self-monitoring 
•  Critical Thinking 
•  Bias awareness 

Considering the impact •  Stakeholder impact 
•  System thinking 
•  Organisational intelligence 
•  Market awareness 
•  Emotional maturity  

Presenting and using the 
findings 

•  Communication and Influencing skills 

Post analysis review •  Self-discipline 
•  Objectivity 
•  Continuous improvement 

Analysis is not a step by step process as the above table may suggest. Experienced analysts may forgo steps in the 
process outlined. The key to efficient and effective analysis is flexibility and the ability to adapt the tools available to the 
circumstances that prevail at a given point in time. 
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Time management 
skills 

There is considerable 
advice available on this 
subject that is worth 
exploring – “Getting things 
done,” Piatkus 2002 or “Do 
it tomorrow”, Hodder and 
Staughton 2006 

•  Common suggestions include: 
•  Be clear on objectives 
•  Classify and list tasks according to importance and 

urgency in order to prioritise 
•  Delegate effectively 
•  Maintain efficient information storage and retrieval 

systems 
•  Set up periods for focused work 
•  Reduce or batch interruptions 

Professional 
Judgement 

“An assertion made with 
evidence in a context of 
uncertainty” –Thomas Reid, 
18th century philosopher. A 
professional judgement is a 
judgement made in a 
professional context using 
many of the skills noted 
above 

•  Professional judgement is a subjective and nebulous 
concept but is often described as “making good calls”, 
“nous” and often seen as intuitive in nature. 

Business Partnering 
teams 

Diverse teams widen the 
range of problems that can 
be solved 

•  It is unlikely that the skills and qualities outlined above 
will be found in one person. 
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Method Comment Percentage of job 
performance variation 
explained  

Work sample tests Assessed exercises that closely resemble the 
job itself e.g. analytical case study, 
presentation, meeting simulation 

29% 

Cognitive ability tests e.g. Psychometric testing and other tests with 
high validity and reliability 

26% 

Structured Interviews Based on clear job requirements and 
competencies with clear assessment criteria 

26% 

Job knowledge tests Tests to assess knowledge pre-requisites 
where on the job acquisition would be too time 
consuming or costly 

23% 

Training and experience evaluation 
(behavioural consistency) method 

Structured assessment of application forms 
which detail achievement behaviours including 
details of objectives, actions taken and the 
outcome, together with the details of someone 
who can verify the statements. 

20% 

The Five most effective selection methods – Schmidt and Hunter 1998 
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Personal Development 
•  Organisations often do not have the time to build business partnering 

from the floor up and Finance Business partners rarely come ready 
made. New knowledge, skills and attitudes can be developed 
effectively in a number of ways: 

–  On the job learning enhanced through structured feedback and 
reflection time 

–  External roles can be used to broaden experience, for example 
voluntary work 

–  Deliberate practice – “Outliers”, Gladwell 2008, popularised the 
concept of “10,000 hours to be an expert”. “The first 20 hours”, 
Kaufman 2013, provides a more optimistic view that proficiency 
in a tightly defined skill can be acquired in 20 hours.  

–  Training and Education needs to be carefully matched to training 
objectives based on the skill sets noted earlier. The ICAEW has 
developed a targeted development programme “Business 
Partnering for change”. 

–  Coaching and mentoring can provide tailored support 

–  Reading and rapid information assimilation 

–  Selective ongoing feedback  
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Organisational Structure 
•  There are numerous choices. A key decision is decentralisation and the degree of decentralisation, from this 

decision flows reporting lines, supervisory responsibilities, job design, physical location and outsourcing options. 

•  Business partnering is often associated with decentralisation and positioning finance professionals as part of 
Business units and functions. This overall policy supports the concept of integrated working with operational 
management but bears risks from fragmented approaches to systems, processes, increased cost and risks to 
financial independence. These risks can be mitigated with careful planning and a focus on communication and 
collaboration across departments/functions. 

•  Reporting lines – solid or dotted lines? The anecdotal trend is for Business Partners currently to have solid 
reporting lines into finance with dotted lines to the business or function. The assertion is that this reinforces the 
stewardship role and ensures consistency across the finance offering. The risk is that the Business Partner is not 
seen as part of the business. Conflicts between the business and finance function will introduce conflicts that are 
likely to undermine the success of the role. 

•  Job Design – do not introduce roles or duties that will crowd out the business partner role, for example, regulatory 
or statutory reporting or system/control work. There are developmental benefits of experience in areas such as 
these but this should be structured through secondment or placement or career development/planning. 

•  Location – locate Finance Business partners close to their internal customers and preferably close to the key 
decision makers in the business. 

•  Outsourcing – outsourcing Finance Business Partners is rare but there is an increasing market developing. 
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Systems and Processes 
•  Participate in systems and process design projects 

•  “Look at the whole and start with the end in mind”. In 
particular, the aim should always be to avoid 
changing core systems and processes in order to fix 
problems which should be addressed at source. 

•  Build a realistic picture of where the organisation is 
now – map inputs, systems, processes and outputs 
and be sure maps capture how systems actually 
work. 

•  Is the organisation making the most of existing 
systems? Systems are frequently blamed for errors 
caused by dysfunctional behaviour, human error or 
lack of understanding. 

•  LEAN/Six sigma are worth considering 

•  Apply rigorous procedures to software selection 

•  Maintaining the benefits of a system requires ongoing 
discipline 

•  Outsourcing systems and processes is not a quick fix 
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•  The most effective way to build demand is to solve a key business problem 

•  Develop networks through smaller cross departmental development projects 

•  There is some evidence that the introduction of more business-focused tools and techniques can enhance the 
standing of the function, for example Activity Based Costing, benchmarking analysis etc. 

•  Marketing and customer relations – finance tend to resist investing time in these areas but we need to be clear 
that business partnering is an optional value based acquisition by customers and it is important for finance to find 
a range of approaches to publishing success and demonstrating value – consider briefings, education, seminars, 
regular Trust newsletter input 

•  Finance training for non-finance staff – efficiency in many industries is a function of enabling the customer. 
Consider how much technology has enabled companies to move administrative functions to the customer while 
promoting the enhanced sense of control and choice for the customer. Now consider, how protective finance is of 
its own administrative tasks and how guarded access to systems is. There are now 16,000 staff working in the 
finance departments of the NHS often undertaking tasks that can be undertaken more effectively and efficiently by 
the customer. 

•  Use Consultants and external bodies to provide an outside perspective. Specify outputs carefully, be very clear 
that most line managers know when external consultants are being appointed for political expediency and at all 
costs avoid consultants and external suppliers building systems and processes that they then deliver or operate. 
Be very clear about knowledge transfer from external consultants and specify final outcomes and final dates. 

•  Be prepared to accept that demand may not be there and if it is not then withdraw the partners and save resource. 
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Independence versus involvement 

•  The risk that finance business partners will act inappropriately if they 
get “too close” to the business and business managers has been 
discussed since at least the 1980’s : Sathe V; Controller involvement 
in management, 1982. 

•  Some believe this a non-issue, some feel it is fundamental, some 
feel it is unique to finance because of the ethical and professional 
issues at play, some think it not at all unique to finance. 

•  The Finance Business Partner has a stewardship role and because 
of this role is in a unique position to subvert those processes. A 
phrase popular amongst business managers is that the finance 
business partner is there to “protect them”. This is entirely unhelpful 
– the Business partner is there to advise, inform, anticipate, manage 
expectations but most importantly to maintain integrity, ethics and 
courage.  

•  The qualities outlined above will get Finance Business partners so 
far but they must also have the clear support of top managers and 
leaders and a clear framework of conduct reinforced by training, 
appraisal and culture. 

I don’t want any 
yes-men around 

me. I want 
everybody to tell me 
the truth, even if it 
costs them their 
jobs” – Samuel 
Goldwyn: MGM. 

Finance 
professionals need 
to be able “to get 
along with people 

without always 
giving way to them” 
– Stanley Harding, 
Financial Controller 

Shell. 

The most important 
single central fact 

about a free market 
is that no exchange 
takes place unless 
both parties benefit 
– Milton Friedman. 

Make the 
workmanship 
exceed the 
materials - 

Ovid. 

The value of 
an idea lies in 
the using of it 

– Thomas 
Edison. 

Ideas are easy, 
it’s 

implementation 
that’s hard – 

Guy Kawasaki. 
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Time and accountability 
•  A lack of time is often quoted as the major barrier to 

effective business partnering. It is worth considering 
whether this is true. Individuals allocated business 
partnering roles who are not provided with the tools to 
undertake the role or who do not have skills and 
attributes to undertake the role can revert to type or to 
comfort zones. Accountants and finance professionals 
sometimes revert to reconciliation or number and data 
challenge of fundamentally immaterial issues. Even 
worse, is a gradual descent into commentary as opposed 
to task focused outcomes. 

•  Organisations can mistakenly implement finance 
business partnering before reviewing structures, systems 
and processes to support the change. 

•  Organisations can fail to establish clear accountability 
frameworks and may revert to the comfort of finance as a 
way to performance manage an issue that is 
fundamentally an operational issue highlighted by a 
financial symptom. This can result in performance 
management through finance rather than performance 
management of operational standards. This becomes 
increasingly stressful for finance business partners who 
face the unproductive prospect of defending the financial 
symptom or highlighting the operational failing and thus 
falling into conflict with their business managers. 

•  How can you prove partnering works and evidence the 
outcomes? 

Lack	  of	  Jme	  for	  
Business	  partnering	  

Finance	  do	  not	  
understand	  the	  

business	  

Inability	  to	  solve	  
business	  issues	  

Business	  does	  not	  
see	  the	  value	  of	  

Finance	  

Pressure	  on	  finance	  
to	  reduce	  costs	  

Finance Business Partnering: a guide, ICAEW 2014 
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•  Achieving Finance Business Partnering is not a linear process. Trajectories change with new leadership and new 
organisational structures. 

•  Change will be a prerequisite  to future success 

•  The concept has been here for nearly 100 years so it is unlikely to be cast aside. 

•  The role of stewardship versus commercialisation swings like a pendulum. The move from austerity to plenty, the 
move from deficit to surplus, the move from Trust to scandal – all of these extremes move the focus of finance 
business partners like a pendulum – and this is not a bad thing, it is a sign of a responsive function. 

•  Ernst & Young: The DNA of the CFO: A study of what makes a Chief Finance Officer 2010, argued that the 
financial crisis has seen a gradual increase in the influence of the CFO from 2007 onwards.  

•  There are changes with economic recovery that are perhaps seeing a change and challenge to the primacy of 
finance with a growing focus on sustainability, social and environmental performance. 

•  The NHS, however, continues to see a time lag of a year or two between economic recovery and easing of 
austerity measures  

•  There is little doubt now that the NHS will face significant financial challenges in 2015/16 and has faced significant 
financial challenges in 2014/15. The focus on finance is likely to grow in the next two years. 

•  Outsource providers continue to look at ways of providing partnering services not historically offered. The NHS 
continues to employ over 16,000 staff in the Finance function of this £95bn organisation. This remains a high 
number of staff for a national organisation. 

•  IT developments will undoubtedly drive many innovations in the function with many more functions being 
undertaken by intelligent robotic systems that run 24 hours a day and 7 days a week 

•  The finance function will need to appropriately support services that are increasingly 7 days a week. 


