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In March 2013, CFO Research, in collaboration 
with American Express, launched the sixth Global 
Business and Spending Monitor, an annual study 
based on a survey and interview program among 
senior finance executives at large companies 
across the globe.

This research explores how senior finance execu-
tives judge the pace of economic recovery in their 
own geographies and what they plan to do to 
strengthen their businesses in the coming year.

For this year’s Global Business and Spending 
Monitor, we conducted in-depth interviews with 
14 senior finance executives around the world, 
and we received 519 complete responses to our 
survey. Survey respondents are based in the  
following regions:

North America 23%
United States 17%
Canada 6%
 
Asia/Australia 36%
Australia 6%
Hong Kong (PRC) 6%
India 6%
China 6%
Singapore 6%
Japan 6%
 
Europe 29%
Germany 6%
United Kingdom 6%
France 4%
Russia 4%
Spain 4%
Belgium 2%
Italy 1%
 
Latin America 12%
Brazil 4%
Mexico 4%
Argentina 4%
 
Other 1%

About this Report
Title 
Senior finance manager 15%
Director of finance 15%
Chief executive officer, president,  
   or managing director 13%
Controller 13%
Chief financial officer 12%
Director of financial planning and analysis 8%
Treasurer 6%
Vice president of finance 6%
EVP or SVP of finance 6%
Other senior executive with  
   finance responsibilities 5%
Other 1%
 
Revenue 
US$500 million - US$1 billion 30%
US$1 billion - US$5 billion 28%
US$5 billion - US$10 billion 18%
US$10 billion - US$20 billion 13%
More than US$20 billion 11%
 
Industry 
Financial services/Real estate/Insurance 18%
Auto/Industrial/Manufacturing 13%
Business/Professional services 10%
Wholesale/Retail trade 7%
Chemicals/Energy/Utilities 7%
Construction 7%
Hardware/Software/Networking 6%
Food/Beverages/Consumer packaged goods 5%
Education 4%
Health care 4%
Telecommunications 4%
Transportation/Warehousing 4%
Government/Public sector/Nonprofit 3%
Media/Entertainment/Travel/Leisure 3%
Pharmaceuticals/Biotechnology/ 
   Life sciences 3%
Aerospace/Defense 1%
Natural resources/Mining 1%
Other 1%
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Hopes for Global 
Growth Turn Upward

AS EMERGING MARKETS BUOY GROWTH 
prospects around the world, companies’ deep-
ening focus on extracting and delivering greater 
value is beginning to echo throughout the global 
economy. The sixth annual Global Business and 
Spending Monitor, conducted in collaboration with 
American Express, suggests that companies antic-
ipate many opportunities for business expansion 
over the next year—especially if they are focused, 
selective, and value-oriented in making their 
strategic choices. In survey responses and inter-
views alike, finance executives say that competitive 
advantage is increasingly a product of specializa-
tion: focusing on the regions, markets, and cus-
tomers that o!er the greatest value based on each 
company’s unique mix of competencies.

After finance executives’ economic expecta-
tions recovered from their sudden collapse in 
2009, they inched upward for two years, before 
declining modestly in 2012. Now, global economic 
expectations are again on the rise, hauled up 
by optimism in Latin America and in the Asia/
Pacific region. In this year’s survey, 68% of 
respondents predict that their local countries’ 
economies will expand during the next year, 
up four percentage points from last year. (See 
Figure 1, page 3.) This increase occurs in spite 
of flat or waning expectations in North America 
and Europe, a sign of the concentration of global 
growth power in emerging economies.

In Latin America, where 81% of survey respon-
dents anticipate economic expansion over the 
next year, many companies can look forward to 

a wealth of growth opportunities. Says Gabriel 
Calcagno, CFO of the Argentinian subsidiary 
of agriculture company Monsanto, “The pros-
pects for 2013—both in Argentina and in Para-
guay, which is the country in which we see a big 
potential for growth—are very good.” Economic 
conditions in the region are so promising, in fact, 
that finance chiefs may actually need to put extra 
e!ort into being the voice of caution and vigi-
lance at their companies. “We’ve had good years 
in Mexico,” says Carlos Césarman, CFO of Pinfra, 
one of Mexico’s largest infrastructure companies. 
“The view of our country is extremely positive 
worldwide. Sometimes I think we may even be a 
little too optimistic. I’m always more cautious. I 
always try to see the panorama with an on-guard 
point of view, which I think is more sensible.” 
This determination to remain cautious, Mr. 
Césarman suggests, comes from an understand-
ing that homing in on the right opportunities is a 
steadier, stronger path to growth than being lured 
into too many new markets at once. “Sometimes 
trying to overgrow defocuses you,” he says.

Companies in the Asia/Pacific region, too, are 
working to ensure that they pluck the right 
opportunities out of the relatively verdant fields 
around them. Four out of five respondents in this 
region (80%) expect economic expansion within 
their countries over the next year—a substantial 
increase from last year, in which 63% of respon-
dents in the region predicted expansion. But doing 
business in the region is challenging. China, for 
example, is “the land of opportunity for many com-
panies operating internationally,” says Edgar Ho, 
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CFO of the Chinese subsidiary of sporting-goods 
manufacturer Adidas, “because the growth rate 
and the prospects here are in many cases greater 
and healthier than in other markets.” The specific 
challenges of working in China, however, “make 
it a bit more complicated than just saying it’s an 
opportunity waiting to be grabbed.”

To make the complexity manageable, many com-
panies are resisting the urge to scatter their e!orts 
into as many countries and markets as possible 
in the Asia/Pacific region. Specialization and 
focus are becoming more important in the region, 
according to one former CFO based in Singapore, 
who works for a large, global bank. “Everybody is 

reexamining their core competencies and being 
a bit more selective in the markets in which they 
participate,” he says. As customers in Asia become 
more discerning, competitiveness in the region 
will increasingly be defined by selectiveness—by 
each company’s ability to choose the right goals 
for their unique means, rather than trying to 
stretch their resources to match a jumble of dispa-
rate goals.

Companies rummaging for revenue in Europe face 
a far more fundamental, and daunting, challenge: 
the scarcity of potential customers. “The economy 
is in bad shape right now,” says one senior finance 
manager at a large construction company based 
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in the United Kingdom. “There is currently less 
money to go around, and people are more skeptical 
with their money.” About half of European survey 
respondents (48%) see economic expansion in 
their countries’ near future—a smaller share than 
in any other region. Jim Arnold, SVP and regional 
CFO (for the United States and the Caribbean) at 
CMA CGM, a global shipping company, points to 
a stubbornly weak Europe as a pivotal concern for 
the company. “We were hoping for less fragility 
than last year, but that doesn’t appear to be the 
case, at least in the first quarter,” he says. “The 
hope for a recovery year is pushed out again a year, 
to 2014.”

As recovery in Europe is continually postponed, 
companies are left with little choice but to adapt to 
scarcity. “Western Europe is probably playing out as 
we expected, but it’s not getting any better,” says one 
VP of finance at a global manufacturing company. 
“It’s hard to see the light at the end of the tunnel. It 
might even be hard to see the tunnel at this point.” 
To deal with persistent weakness in the region, one 
director of financial planning and analysis at a large 
manufacturing company based in Luxembourg says 
that “choosing the right projects to invest in” will 
be the greatest contribution the CFO can make to 
enabling growth over the next two years.

Many companies in North America will also be 
choosing their objectives carefully in an environ-
ment of continued scarcity. Paul Lehmann, CFO 
of U.S.-based manufacturing company Overhead 
Door, views the recovery in a broad historical con-
text, attributing much of the current uncertainty 
in North America not to the threat of another 
economic dip, but to discomfort with the unfamil-
iar. “We’re coming out of this recession di!erently 
than we have each of the last 10 recessions,” he 
says. “The rate of job growth is well o! the pace 
of what might be expected in normal times. The 
growth in the GDP, the surge and recovery in cer-
tain market sectors—it just hasn’t happened in the 
typical way.” Companies in the United States may 
be treading lightly because they are not quite sure 
what they are up against.

Regulatory change may add to the uncertainty 
among U.S. companies. Recent increases in the 
cost of complying with government regulation is 
a more widespread concern in the United States 
than in any other country represented in our 
study: nearly half of U.S. respondents (45%) say 
that the total cost of complying with government 
regulation has increased substantially over the past 
five years, and an additional 48% say that it has 
increased somewhat. Almost nine out of ten U.S. 
respondents (87%) expect complying with govern-
ment regulation to become even more expensive 
over the next year, and half of U.S. respondents 
expect political uncertainty and gridlock to have  
a negative e!ect on their country’s growth  
prospects.

Lamar Bell, senior vice president of financing and 
former CFO of Golden Corral, the operator and 
franchisor of a large U.S. family restaurant chain, 
points to the threat of continued high unemploy-
ment and underemployment, unsettled tax policy, 
and uncertainty in health-care legislation as 
“significant impediments to growth throughout the 
country.” Says Mr. Bell, “People are feeling a little 
better; their homes are worth a little bit more than 
last year (though a lot are still underwater) and the 
values of their 401(k)s have increased. But I believe 
that what is going on in Washington is causing 
consumers and businesses, in general, to be not as 
bold as they might otherwise be.”

Although more than two-thirds of survey respon-
dents based in North America (69%) expect their 
respective countries’ economies to grow over the 
next year, this figure represents a slight decrease 
from last year, suggesting the continuation of a 
cautious recovery. “We believe that this is a much 
less steep slope in terms of typical recoveries, 
so that the time it’s going to take to fully recover 
to the point prior to the recession is going to be 
much more extended than in past recessions,” Mr. 
Lehmann explains. “The growth rate is going to be 
steady but slow.”

Companies 
in the United 

States may be 
treading lightly 

because they 
are not quite 

sure what they 
are up against.
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NO REGION IS MOVING MORE GOODS AND 
services across borders than Asia, survey results 
indicate. Companies in China and Singapore, for 
example, are more likely than companies in any 
other part of the world to focus on expanding into 
emerging markets, with 55% of respondents in 
China and 42% of Singapore-based respondents 
saying that their companies will focus primarily 
on increasing exports to foreign emerging markets 
over the next year. 

“It goes without saying that the growth engine, the 
driver for a lot of multinational corporations, espe-
cially in various sectors like ours, is Asia,” says 
Jeral D’Souza, vice president and regional control-
ler of Cargill Asia Pacific Holdings, the Singapore 
subsidiary of the U.S.-based supplier of food and 
agricultural products, which is directing a great 
deal of e!ort toward fostering growth in countries 
throughout the region. Mr. D’Souza argues that 
companies that hope to be successful in Asia may 
need to make a more meaningful commitment to 
the region than they have planned in the past. “You 
cannot operate in a region without being on the 
ground [there],” he says. “The company needs to 
have a presence in some form or other, especially 
in its key markets.”

Companies in Latin America are also intent on 
increasing sales within emerging markets, but they 
most often see the greatest value in selling within 
their own emerging markets, rather than exporting 
to foreign ones. Mr. Césarman, for example, says 
that Pinfra does not need to expand globally within 
the next few years. “The depth of opportunities in 

Mexico is still big for our company, even though 
[infrastructure development] is a big sector 
worldwide,” he explains. Doing business in Latin 
American emerging markets is not without its 
challenges, but finance executives believe that 
working to meet those challenges makes their 
companies stronger—not just in terms of reve-
nue, but in their ability to innovate and learn. Mr. 
Calcagno at Monsanto says that while working 
in Argentina involves high degrees of regulatory 
complexity, inflation, and exchange-rate vola-
tility, “it forces us to take on a certain creativity 
when it comes to designing solutions to problems 
that come our way: how to manage imports and 
exports, how to achieve a balance between them. 
The regulatory scheme is complex, which makes 
us creative. And I think we’ve done that well.”

Surging Demand in 
Emerging Markets

“It goes 
without saying 
that the 
growth engine, 
the driver 
for a lot of 
multinational 
corporations, 
especially in 
various sectors 
like ours, is 
Asia.”

—VP AND REGIONAL 
CONTROLLER, GLOBAL FOOD 

AND AGRICULTURE COMPANY 
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Mature Economies 
Focus on Home

AS COMPANIES BASED IN EMERGING  
economies become increasingly skilled at meet-
ing customer demand within their own borders, 
would-be competitors from mature economies 
may find the field much more crowded than it 
was a couple of years ago. Fortunately, a handful 
of mature economies—including those of the 
United States, Canada, and Japan—still appear to 
be stocked with enough buying power to soften 
the need for global expansion for many companies 
within their borders. Survey results suggest that 
companies in these areas will focus primarily on 
increasing domestic sales over the next year, as 
opposed to exports.

At Overhead Door, for example, Mr. Lehmann 
says that top-level management expects greater 
domestic sales in the near future, despite a slow 
beginning to the year. “The first quarter was a very 
soft start,” he says. “But communications with our 
customer base tell us that we’re not in jeopardy—
that the plan is still a good one, the plan is still an 
achievable one—and we should see some stronger 
orders in the second and third quarters.”

Bill Velasco, controller for the Engineered Prod-
ucts Division at Flowserve, a U.S.-based global 
supplier of industrial and heavy machinery, is care-
ful in his evaluation of the U.S. economy, noting his 
modest, but ever-wary, rise in optimism over last 
year. “It’s not that I have the orders on hand, but 
when you hear the rumble—you hear there is more 
activity happening at the end user (who purchases 
and uses your equipment), and you also hear the 
sales force being more active meeting with those 
clients—that tells you that there is more activity 
coming to you from that sector,” he says. “The 
activity at the end-user level is better than it was 
before.”

Survey results 
suggest that 

companies 
in the United 

States, Canada, 
and Japan 
will focus 

on domestic 
sales over the 

next year, as 
opposed to 

exports.
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Boosts in  
Worldwide Spending  
and Investment
AS MORE CFOS AROUND THE WORLD BEGIN 
to hear the hum of activity that holds the prom-
ise of growth, survey results predict an uptick in 
spending and investment around the globe. A solid 
majority of survey respondents worldwide (83%) 
say that their companies are likely to increase 
real spending and investment over the next year. 
Respondents more often say they plan to invest 
more than predict they will invest less in a variety 
of categories, including expanding market access, 

improving process e"ciency (for both produc-
tion and administrative processes), and adding 
new production capacity. (See Figure 2.) On 
the spending side, across the survey population 
respondents are more likely to anticipate increases 
than decreases in nearly every category, from 
improving enterprise-level systems to purchasing 
business services, boosting advertising e!orts to 
adding headcount. (See Figure 3, page 8.) Around 
the world, 54% of respondents say their companies 

A solid majority 
of survey 
respondents 
worldwide 
(83%) say 
that their 
companies 
are likely to 
increase real 
spending and 
investment 
over the next 
year.

Z Figure 2 

“Over the next year, my company will __________ in each of the following  
investment categories.”

Q Invest more   Q Invest the same  amount   Q Invest less 

Expanding market access

Improving production- 
process efficiency

New product/service development

Improving administrative- 
process efficiency

New production capacity

Mergers and acquisitions

54% 39% 8%

6%

9%

8%

12%

21%

45%

46%

49%

48%

47%

48%

46%

40%

44%

32%
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plan to increase headcount over the next year, 
compared with only 32% who say they plan to 
decrease headcount.

In North America, most respondents (54%) expect 
their companies to increase real spending and 
investment by up to 10% over the next year. An 
additional one-fifth of respondents predict even 
greater increases in real spending and investment. 
When it comes to making new investments, North 
American respondents put expanding market 
access (i.e., sales and marketing activities) on 
par with improving administrative e"ciencies, a 
demonstration of their ongoing commitment to 
extracting greater value from their companies’ 
own activities—even as they battle for market 
share—in a challenging and pressured economic 

environment. On the spending side, respondents 
are eager for the e"ciency, visibility, and perfor-
mance benefits o!ered by information technol-
ogy. Respondents in the United States say that 
their companies are most likely to increase their 
spending on enterprise-level IT systems over the 
next year, and respondents based in Canada say 
the same of computer hardware (e.g., PCs, servers, 
mobile technology).

Spending and investment will be even more 
aggressive in Latin America and the Asia/Pacific 
region, survey results indicate, as companies 
strive to support rapid business expansion. In 
Argentina, Brazil, China, and India, almost all 
respondents say their companies are likely to 
increase real spending and investment over the 

Z Figure 3 

“Over the next year, my company will __________ in each of the following 
spending categories.”

Q Spend more   Q Spend the same amount   Q Spend less 

Enterprise-level IT systems

Advertising, marketing, and PR

Labor

Computer hardware

Business and professional services

Production inputs

Transportation/Logistics services

Depreciable assets

Indirect line items

39%

37%

37%

36%

35%

35%

31%

25%

24%

52%

48%

42%

53%

53%

51%
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58%

47%
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next year. About three-quarters of respondents 
expect an increase of 10% or more. Survey results 
indicate that new investment in these coun-
tries will be geared primarily toward facilitating 
organic growth: expanding market access and 
developing new products and services. “We have 
a lot of projects going on where we are expanding 
capacity,” says Mr. D’Souza at Cargill. “Rather 
than always paying a premium to buy that capac-
ity [through M&A], we’re doing a combination 
of M&A and organic growth.” Spending in Latin 

This year’s study predicts the most widespread increases 

in spending on business travel since 2008, as compa-

nies work to carry out their growth plans. Globally, most 

respondents (55%) say that their companies are likely 

to spend more on business travel this year than they did 

last year. (See Figure A.) Only 21% of respondents say 

that travel spending is likely to decrease at their compa-

nies. In China, where 55% of respondents say that their 

companies are focusing primarily on increasing exports 

to foreign emerging markets, an overwhelming majority 

of finance executives (84%) foresee increases in travel 

spending over the next year. A similar proportion of 

respondents based in Hong Kong (78%) say the same. 

Japan, Argentina, and Brazil are not far behind, with more 

than 70% of respondents in each of those countries say-

ing that spending on business travel will increase. Even 

in countries where finance executives are most conser-

vative with regard to travel spending—such as Spain and 

France—survey results predict an even split between 

companies that will increase spending on business travel 

and those that will decrease it.

As in prior years, survey results suggest that companies 

will choose to direct their travel dollars toward the form 

of travel they view as most indispensable to their growth 

plans: travel to meet with customers. Close to half of sur-

vey respondents (45%) say their companies are likely to 

spend more on travel to meet with current or prospective 

customers over the next year, compared with the past 

year. Travel to meet with suppliers or vendors follows 

somewhat distantly, with 32% of respondents selecting it 

as a likely destination for increased spending. The focus 

on traveling more to meet with customers face-to-face is 

especially prevalent in China and Mexico, where two-

thirds of respondents say that they will spend more on 

trips for that purpose over the next year.

Z Figure A 

“Over the  
next year, my 
company will 
spend more on 
travel, compared 
with the past 
year.”
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America and the Asia/Pacific region will be 
allocated primarily to business and professional 
services—especially in China, where rapidly 
expanding companies are likely to need guidance 
in order to manage their growth.

Z A New Altitude on Travel Spending
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Companies 
Contemplate Spending 
Down Their Cash

FOR SOME COMPANIES, PLANS TO INCREASE 
spending may be related to the amount of cash 
they are holding in reserve. “The continued accu-
mulation of cash by corporations has a limited 
lifecycle,” says one VP of finance at a large U.S. 
manufacturing company. “[Shareholder] activists 
simply force the discussions sooner rather than 
later.” Most survey respondents (55%) agree that 
shareholder activists will be more successful in 
prompting companies to return cash to sharehold-
ers over the next year, compared with the past 
year. “Corporate America is sitting on so much 
cash,” says one director of financial planning and 
analysis at a large U.S. chemicals/energy company. 
“Keeping it in the event of an economic downturn 
is a weaker argument [now] than in the last few 
years. However, while the economy is improving, it 
is not [doing so] at such a strong rate as to loosen 
the purse strings a lot on new [capital expendi-
tures] and capacity. Therefore, the argument to 
distribute cash becomes stronger.”

This argument may be a boon to shareholders 
clamoring for dividends, but survey respondents 
indicate that directing cash toward spending and 
investment to support growth may be the more 
prudent course of action—and increasingly so. “As 
the economy improves, there will be more useful 
applications of cash than returning [it] to investors 
via dividends,” says one VP of finance at a large 
U.S. financial services firm. One controller at a 
large U.S. manufacturing company concurs, saying, 
“I expect more investment opportunities, which 
companies will feel is a better use of money than 
dividends.”

Such opportunities appear to be blooming in 
many areas of the world: survey results indicate 
that companies globally have plans for their cash 
reserves. A plurality of survey respondents (44%) 
say that their companies are likely to spend down 
some portion of their cash reserves over the next 
year, compared with only 34% who say that they 
are not likely to spend down their cash. Respon-
dents indicate that their companies will put their 
cash toward any number of possible purposes—
including R&D, capital spending, acquisitions, 
operating activities, and others. No single purpose 
stands out as a top cash destination worldwide; 
companies will spend their cash on the oppor-
tunities that are most likely to help them deliver 
greater value, given their particular circumstances.

This variety of plans and aspirations stands in 
sharp contrast to the relative uniformity of compa-
nies’ cost-control, e"ciency, and growth e!orts in 
the immediate aftermath of the downturn. Compa-
nies are no longer simply working to outpace each 
other into the same set of growth markets or out- 
slash each other on costs. Instead, each company 
is seeking the optimal mix of goals for its partic-
ular set of competencies and resources. The end 
result is an approach to spending, investment, and 
cash disbursement that combines loosening purse 
strings with rigorous justification for expenditures. 
Daniel Pereyra, CFO and director of finance at the 
Argentinian subsidiary of PSA Peugeot Citroën, a 
European automobile manufacturer, explains this 
mind-set with an artful turn of phrase: “People 
aren’t restricting their spending, but they are being 
more careful.”

“As the 
economy 

improves, 
there will be 
more useful 
applications 
of cash than 

returning it to 
investors via 

dividends.”
—VP OF FINANCE, LARGE U.S. 

FINANCIAL SERVICES FIRM
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Value-Minded 
Management Blankets 
the Globe
SPENDING MORE, BUT SPENDING CAREFULLY—
this is the essence of value discipline, a mental-
ity which surfaced in last year’s study and now 
seems to be pervading the way business is done 
worldwide. An overwhelming majority of survey 
respondents (83%) agree that their companies are 
operating in a “value economy.” (See Figure 4.) 
Over the next year, respondents say, extending 
their competitive edge will depend on improving 
their ability to both deliver value to customers and 
extract value from their supply chain.

The widespread recognition of value discipline 
seems to be, in part, the product of a familiar 
pay-it-forward e!ect: customers worldwide are 
demanding more value for the same or less money, 
pushing down prices and forcing companies to 
make similar demands of their own suppliers and 
vendors. 

“Customers have generally become very, very 
demanding,” says Rostow Ravanan, CFO at Mind-
tree, a global IT consulting and implementation 
company based in India. “Unless you can promise 
high value and sustainable value, it’s di"cult to 
deal with the customers of today.” Another CFO—
one who works at a $4 billion distribution com-
pany—says that recent years have seen customer 
loyalty give way to widespread demand for greater 
value, forcing companies to continually enhance 
their o!erings. “You have to prove yourself every 
day,” he says. A majority of survey respondents 
(62%) confirm that their companies are experi-
encing more downward price pressure now than 
they were five years ago. (See Figure 5, page 12.) 

They expect the trend to continue: 60% of survey 
respondents worldwide say that their companies 
are likely to experience even more price pressure 
over the next year. (See Figure 6, page 12.)

China and the United States have been hit hard-
est by price pressure, with close to three-quarters 
of survey respondents in each of those countries 
confirming that their companies face greater price 
pressure now than five years ago. As the two largest 
economies in the world, these two countries have 

83% 
AGREE

Z Figure 4 

“My company is operating in a ‘value economy’: Over the 
next year, extending our competitive edge will depend on 
improving our ability to both deliver value to customers and 
extract value from our supply chain.”

“Unless you 
can promise 
high value and 
sustainable 
value, it’s 
difficult to 
deal with the 
customers of 
today.”
—CFO, GLOBAL IT 
CONSULTING COMPANY
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felt the e!ects of increasingly crowded markets 
particularly keenly in recent years—and it shows. 
Dallas Clement, EVP and CFO at AutoTrader Group, 
a U.S.-based online automotive marketplace, puts 
this trend in the context of his company’s industry, 
saying, “As the auto industry has rebounded, more 
competitors have come into the space and dealers 
are trying new approaches. That causes confusion. 
Dealers are very focused on the value proposition, 
which means we need to keep up with marketplace 
innovation and understand competitive pricing 
for our products.” Adapting to price pressure may 
be especially challenging for companies based in 
China, since a solid majority of respondents (74%) 
in that country anticipate even more price pressure 
over the next year, according to survey results.

Mr. Lehmann at Overhead Door points to several 
sources of increasing price pressure in his company’s 
industry: competitors are moving into new regions, 

moving into each other’s markets, and striving des-
perately to cover their fixed costs by cutting prices.  
“Everyone is jockeying to move to where there is 
business, and it’s making all parts of the market more 
competitive,” says Mr. Lehmann. Overhead Door 
has struggled to pass cost increases—such as the 
skyrocketing price of steel—onto its customers in the 
form of fatter prices. All of this has “put incredible 
pressure on finding ways to drive e"ciency in your 
operations,” says Mr. Lehmann, listing “procure-
ment synergies, operational e"ciency on the plant 
floor, [and] leveraging your transportation network 
e!ectively” as ways “to o!set the underlying cost 
increases that are driving production costs—to o!set 
the fact that you can’t fully recover that in the prices 
that are available to the market today.”

Finance executives note that their companies have 
become more and more reliant on specialization as 
a means of o!ering greater value—of making sure 

Z Figure 5

“My company is currently experiencing __________ downward price pressure, 
compared with five years ago.”

Q More   Q No change   Q Less

Z Figure 6

“My company is likely to experience __________ downward price pressure over 
the next year.”

Q More   Q No change   Q Less

62% 11% 25%

60% 13% 25%
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that products and services are, to the greatest extent 
possible, more than the sum of their parts. Says Mr. 
Ravanan at Mindtree, “The biggest thing that we did 
to di!erentiate ourselves was to really focus on a 
few industry segments, and develop very, very deep 
expertise within those industry segments.” Over the 
past four years, Mindtree has concentrated its e!orts 
on three industries: manufacturing, financial ser-
vices, and travel and transportation. The strategy has 
sharpened the company’s competitive edge, accord-
ing to Mr. Ravanan. “In those industry segments, we 
are the provider of choice based on the expertise that 
we have,” he says.

One former CFO based in Singapore puts specializa-
tion in the context of the banking industry, saying, 
“In the past, investment banks and retail banks like 
ours tried to be a one-stop-shop for everything. 
That no longer applies in this new world. The new 
paradigm is that you have to be a bit more selective 
in your o!erings to the customer. In many ways, 
our customers are also very knowledgeable and 
they appreciate this as well. They know that it’s not 
sustainable to be a financial supermarket to your 
customer anymore. And they, more than anybody 
else, have also been selective in some of the products 
that they wish to trade with us.”

Companies around the world are shirking super-
market strategy, say finance executives, polishing 
their individual niches and adhering to long-estab-
lished, proven strategies instead. Business leaders 
at PSA Peugeot Citroën, for example, know that 
their company operates best on a long timeline, 
says Mr. Pereyra, by focusing only on the quali-
ties that build success far into the future. “What 
distinguish us are design, quality, and service,” he 
says. “In Argentina, our products have a very good 
image, a very positive one, based on those pillars. 
These pillars aren’t always oriented to short-term 
results, but rather to building a sustainable, long-
term business.”

“The new 
paradigm is 
that you have 
to be more 
selective in 
your offerings.”
—FORMER CFO, GLOBAL BANK

Similarly, Flowserve is maximizing value by 
becoming better at what it does best. Says Mr. 
Velasco, “We change by improving the quality 
of our o!ering: maintaining ‘safety first’ as our 
highest priority and ‘customer intimacy’ as our key 
strategy. Those are the pillars of our o!ering. At 
this time we have no change planned in our strat-
egy other than focusing on the following areas: 
responsiveness, quality, timeliness, and ownership. 
That for sure is not changing, but is being rein-
forced.”

The importance of focus is captured best by Mr. 
Bell, who says that Golden Corral—in its quest to 
maintain the highest quality in terms of food and 
service to its guests—reaches for proven forms 
of growth, eschewing all others. He says, “We’ll 
open 6 new company-operated restaurants and 15 
to 18 new franchise restaurants this year. While 
we could obtain attractive financing for growth 
at twice this level, our challenges would be to 
continue attracting the best franchisees into our 
system, hiring the best restaurant managers, and 
finding the right real estate. We’ve learned over 
the years that we are better served by achieving 
moderate, dependable growth—sticking to our 
knitting. We continue to strengthen our herd by 
replacing existing restaurants with new facilities in 
the same market, while expanding the markets we 
serve through company and franchisee growth. We 
want to make sure that, as a system, our franchisee 
and company stores are stronger this year than last 
year—that we have a healthier herd every year.”
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CFOs Become Value- 
Delivery Specialists

CFOS HAVE LONG PLAYED A KEY ROLE IN  
value extraction—getting the most from spending 
and investment—but the rise of the value economy 
demands that they be at the center of value deliv-
ery as well, say survey respondents. A solid major-
ity of respondents (84%) agree that, over the next 
year, their CFO will have more input than ever in 
improving their companies’ ability to deliver value 
to customers. (See Figure 7.) CFOs’ commitment 
to value delivery “moves in the same direction 
as the rest of the company,” says Mr. Calcagno 

at Monsanto Argentina. “We’re moving to be a 
company that’s more receptive to its clients, and 
finance moves in the same direction.”

This shift represents the latest development in the 
finance function’s profile and influence, both of 
which have been rising at most companies since the 
start of the downturn. About two-thirds of survey 
respondents (64%) say that the experience of the 
recent global economic downturn enhanced the 
finance function’s profile and influence at their 
companies. In the United States, 85% of respondents 
agree with this sentiment—a substantially larger 
share than in any other country. For example, IFF (a 
global producer of flavors and fragrances) responded 
to the economic crisis by tasking its CFO with 
carrying out a more robust—and more frequent—
strategic planning process. What was once an annual 
report is now “reviewed almost constantly,” says 
Roger Blanken, VP of finance at the firm. “It’s been 
paying o!, in little ways and big ways.”

Respondents worldwide indicate that CFOs are 
well-positioned to participate actively in contributing 
to business expansion. Half of respondents globally 
agree that their CFOs could best enable growth over 
the next two years by taking a leadership role in 
advocating for growth-seeking breakthroughs, which 
include new products and services and new distribu-
tion channels. A similar proportion—46%—say that 
the CFO can best contribute to growth by encourag-
ing innovation (for example, by providing manage-
ment with insight into underutilized company assets). 
The greatest support for growth-seeking CFOs is in 
India, China, and France, according to survey results.

Z Figure 7 

“Over the next year, our CFO will have more input than ever 
in improving my company’s ability to deliver value to our 
customers.”

84% 
AGREE

CFOs’ com-
mitment to 

value delivery 
“moves in the 

same direction 
as the rest of 

the company.”
—REGIONAL CFO, GLOBAL  
AGRICULTURE COMPANY

Z Zeroing in on Value Delivery
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But although CFOs around the world have ascended 
in influence together, they have diverged in roles, 
specializing in the skills that are best suited to their 
companies, their industries, and their markets. In 
India and Argentina, for example, respondents most 
commonly say that CFOs have taken on the duties of 
a “strategist,” analyzing and interpreting financial data 
to guide decision making. By contrast, pluralities of 
respondents in Germany and Australia say that CFOs 
have become “catalysts,” spurring the wider organi-
zation to execute necessary changes. Finally, in Hong 
Kong and Spain, CFOs have predominately adopted 
the role of “steward,” overseeing organizational assets, 
directing risk-management e!orts, and ensuring com-
pliance. Other countries have seen CFOs move into a 
mix of these roles. “My perspective is that the role of 
the CFO has required more flexibility over the last sev-
eral years—really the ability to change hats quickly,” 
says Mr. Arnold at CMA CGM. “As far as I see, this will 
continue forward as the new requirement of the CFO 
role: to [move] back and forth between the tactical and 
the strategic.”

CFOs’ professional-development goals also vary 
widely. Although strategic thinking is valued espe-
cially highly in Canada, the United States, and Brazil, 
respondents in other countries are much more diverse 
in their opinions on the skills that their CFOs will 
need to work on the most over the next two years. 
From adding to risk-management acumen to develop-
ing a better feel for international business, fostering 
conflict-resolution abilities to learning how to forge 
strong internal alliances, CFOs around the world will 
be tasked with developing the skills that further the 
unique aims of their companies. As companies hone 
their competitive edge by directing the optimal mix of 
resources to support core competencies and proven 
strategies, finance executives, too, will increasingly 
tailor their own roles and those of their functions to 
address the particular demands of the value economy.

“The role of 
the CFO has 
required more 
flexibility over 
the last several 
years—really 
the ability to 
change hats 
quickly.”
—SVP AND REGIONAL CFO, 
GLOBAL SHIPPING COMPANY
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Sponsor’s Perspective
While finance executives around the world may vary in their levels of economic optimism, it’s clear that they share one common 
objective—maximizing value delivery in everything their companies do. Whether they are optimistic executives in emerging mar-
kets planning to rev up investments for growth, or cautious executives in mature economies feeling the burden of ongoing reces-
sions and new regulations, each is looking for new ways to drive value growth for their organizations. 

In the years that followed the economic crises, maximizing value meant employing tight controls on budgets and limiting new 
investments. Only the most necessary of expenses were maintained, while “extra” costs were trimmed in favor of building up cash 
reserves. We saw this approach ease slightly in last year’s Global Business and Spending Monitor, which showed that financial execu-
tives were beginning to look for opportunities to increase spend strategically, investing in activities that could drive revenue growth. 

This year’s survey shows that while executives are continuing to move forward in their plans to increase spending and investment—some 
more modestly than others—they are also focusing on what they can do di!erently to ensure they are getting the most value possible out 
of existing programs and policies. These types of spending shifts are key to operating in what we call a ‘value economy’—a new norm for 
the global marketplace in which companies are reexamining the true meaning of value, both with vendors and their own back o"ces.

In this environment, cutting down on budgets is not enough—financial executives must also carefully scrutinize their operations for 
missed opportunities to improve e"ciency and derive greater value from their activities. For example, how much money is potentially 
lost because employees don’t adhere to expense control policies and purchasing agreements? What new business insights might be gained 
from an upgrade to information systems supporting expense management and what additional value could those insights lead to? As com-
panies look toward growth, value in this economy must emerge from this type of mixed approach rather than mere cost elimination.

It also may be shortsighted to focus on merely cutting travel expenses, rather than managing them well. Slashing travel expenditures 
may meet short-term objectives, but in the long run such reductions could actually cut power to a company’s growth engine. In addition 
to looking at operations, finance executives are rethinking their own roles and how to address such challenges. For example, some CFOs 
expect to take on a more strategic role in operational changes, likely due to the impact these have on company finances. For others, 
acting as a risk manager to focus on identifying and avoiding potential losses and unnecessary, redundant costs, will be most significant. 

Whichever role CFOs play, additional savings and value reside deep within cost centers such as payables and business travel. 
Managing these areas more e!ectively could yield substantial additional value for companies today. As a global leader in payments, 
American Express works with clients to provide insight into such complex issues and helps them to find the expense management 
solutions that can best meet their needs. 

For more information about American Express Global Corporate Payments, please visit www.americanexpress.com/corporate. 

Shane Berry
Senior Vice President & General Manager, Global Client Group
Global Corporate Payments
American Express Company

http://www.americanexpress.com/corporate
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