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CFOs on  the  m ove 

As th e ir  jo b  b e co m e s m o r e  co m p le x , to p - q u a lity  C F O s a r e  in  
d e m a n d  a n d  th e  u r ge  to  se e k  gr e e n e r  p a stu r e s b e co m e s m o r e  
co m p e llin g . 

CFOs worldwide  a re  m igra ting be tween firm s, occupying the ir position  for 
shorte r pe riods, and  switch ing jobs a t an  unprecedented  ra te . The  reasons va ry, 
bu t collective ly re flect the  cha llenges associa ted  with  a  role  tha t is  increasing in  
com plexity, ga in ing in  stra tegic sign ificance , and  often  com m anding h igher 
com pensa tion . Technology is  a  factor in  reshaping the  position , contribu ting to  
the  rise  of fractiona l CFOs who d ivide  the ir tim e  am ong severa l com panies. 

The  role  is  a lso increasingly stressfu l, e specia lly whe n a  com pany is undergoing 
corpora te  restructuring or the  CFO’s pe rspective  does not a lign  with  tha t of 
othe r e xecutives. 

High  in te rest ra tes and  debt dependency have  added  to  the  stre ss in  recent 
yea rs. 

“The  m ain  reason  for fewer and  sm alle r bankruptcies or ‘d istressed  situa tions’ is  
the  fact tha t a  sign ificant portion  of the  de bt beh ind  priva te  equ ity–owned 
com panies was provided  by nonbank lenders, which  a re  m ore  willing than  
trad itiona l banks to  am end, exte nd , or re finance  with  o the r form s of capita l, e .g., 
p re fe rred  equity,” says Joseph  Esteves, head  of priva te  equity a t consultancy SGS 
Maine  Poin te . “This ‘kick the  can  down the  road’ type  of financing activity ra ises 
the  leve l of fina ncia l burden  and  com plexity for financia l office rs.” 

Then  the re  is  the  stre ss and  uncerta in ty of dea lm aking, a s when Elon  Musk was 
taking Twitte r priva te  and  rem aking it a s X. “The  past six m onths have  pulled  on  
every m enta l m uscle  I’ve  deve loped  in  48 ye a rs,” Ned Sega l, CFO of wha t was 
then  Twitte r, com m e nted  on  the  p la tform  a fte r Musk took the  com pany priva te  
and  prom ptly fired  h im  a long with  a  handfu l of o the r executives . 
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Gu t ze it , FTI Con su lt in g: Th e re  sh ou ld  b e  m ore  a w a r e n e ss  a n d  p re p a re d n e ss  
a rou n d  su cce ss ion . 

But success can  a lso be  a  factor pushing a  CFO in to a  new role , whe ther m ore  
prom ine nt, or a t a  la rge r com pany, or for increased  com pensa tion . A recent 
exam ple  is  ene rgy com pany BP’s prom otion  of Murray Auchincloss from  CFO to 
CEO in  m id-January. 

One  com m on denom ina tor in  these  scenarios is  grea te r com plexity for the  CFO, 
a  trend  tha t has bee n  apparent for severa l yea rs. “When I sta rted  yea rs ago, if 
you  were  a  CFO, you  were  prim arily focuse d  on  accounting and  debt structure ,” 
says Gina  Gutze it, sen ior m anaging d irector a t FTI Consulting’s Office  of the  CFO 
Solu tions practice . “Now, CFOs have  a  broader and  m ore  prom inent role  with in  
the  C-su ite , ca rrying significantly m ore  responsib ilitie s.” 

E M E A L e a d s T h e  T r e n d  

In  its  2024 Globa l CFO Report re leased  in  January, FTI finds 61% of CFOs 
agree ing tha t the  ave rage  tenure  for a  CFO a t a  single  com pany is le ss than  five  
yea rs; th is is  down from  66% a  yea r ea rlie r. Com pany size  p lays a  noticeable  role  
in  influencing CFO tenure , FTI finds, since  the  com ple xity of the  CFO role  
becom es m ore  pronounced  as com panies grow. Am ong respondents from  
com panies with  reve nue  exceed ing $1 b illion , 68% say tha t CFO tenure  is  under 
five  yea rs, whereas only 44% of responden ts from  com panies under $100 
m illion  in  revenue  agree . 



The  FTI survey—which  ga the red  377 responses in  to ta l from  North  Am erica ; 
Europe , the  Middle  Ea st, and  Africa  (EMEA); the  Asia -Pacific (APAC) region; and  
Austra lia—found roughly the  sam e  trend  worldwide . In  EMEA, three -quarte rs of 
CFOs agreed  tha t CFO tenure  a t a  single  em ployer is  under five  yea rs. This 
pe rspective  is  sha red  by 63% of CFOs In  APAC and 60% of those  in  North  
Am erica , the  study finds, a  clea r m a jority across regions. 

 

Proxim ity to  power m akes a  d iffe rence  as we ll. Randa ll Pe te rson , professor of 
organiza tiona l be havior a t London Business School, notes tha t the  CFO and CEO 
are  frequently the  only two execu tives on  the  com pany board . He  says th is 
contribu tes to  the  swift transfe r of power to  the  CFO when a  CEO departs, a  
trend  pa rticu la rly notab le  in  the  EMEA regions. 

“I d id  a  study on  how the  FTSE 350 Inde x boards changed  over the  la st 20 yea rs 
in  te rm s of com position ,” says Pe te rson . “The  UK changed its  ru les in  favor of 
having m ore  none xecutive  voices and  giving boards m ore  inde pendence . Of 
course , they still needed  the  CFO and obviously the  CEO. And th is princip le  was 
adopted  little  by little  by the  othe r coun trie s, so tha t the  CFO is the  best-known 
executive  with in  the  board  besides the  CEO.” 

The  CFO a lso has the  shortest ave rage  tenure  am ong C-su ite  e xe cutives a t about 
3.5 yea rs, accord ing to  a  2023 study of 2,056 US com panies by software  
deve lopm ent firm  Data ra ils . In  com parison , the  CEO averages about 3.9 yea rs, 
the  ch ie f technology office r (CTO) 4.6 yea rs, ch ie f m arke ting office r 4.6 yea rs, 
and  genera l counse l 4.5 yea rs. Despite  the  shorte r te nure , the  CFO is we ll pa id , 
with  an  average  overa ll com pensa tion  in  Da ta ra ils’ sam ple  of $3.5 m illion , 
behind  on ly the  CEO ($10.4 m illion) and  CTO ($3.8 m illion), in  2021—flagged  by 
the  study as the  worst yea r for CFO a ttrition  during the  pe riod  a na lyzed , from  
2016 to  2021. 

“We engage  in  transform ation  pro jects with  C-su ite  e xecutives, and  
approxim ate ly 80% of our projects involve  a  CFO transition , with  e ithe r a  new 
CFO, an  in te rim  CFO or a  change  in  CFO,” says Esteves. “We witness th is 
evolu tion  firsthand , noting a  freque nt sh ift in  the  responsib ilitie s and  dynam ics 
of the  CFO role .” 

P r e sc ie n ce  

Because  the ir role  gives them  an  ea rly view of troub le  on  the  horizon , CFOs a re  
often  first to  jum p sh ip  when a  com pany fa ces problem s—such as a  debt 
burden  becom ing unm anageable . “CFOs possess com prehensive  insight in to the  



debt structure , cap ita l a rrangem ent and  overa ll financia l we ll-be ing of the  
com panies the y oversee ,” Esteves notes. “They pe rsona lly grasp  the  im p lica tions 
of these  factors on  the  com pany’s financia l hea lth . Until the  deb t structure  is  
rectified , they find  it cha llenging to  envision  a  favorable  outlook. These  
ind ividua ls, known for the ir savvy in te lligence , a re  opting for departures.” 

 
Es t e ve s , SGS Ma in e  Po in t e : Th e  CFO of t od a y h a s  t o  b e  a  s t r a t e gic e n a b le r  
o f va lu e  cre a t ion . 

Esteves a lso sees the  growing dem ands of the  role  crea ting a  ne w skills  
shortage . “The  CFO position  has evolved  in to a  stra tegic enable r of va lue  
crea tion , with  changing responsib ilitie s,” says Esteves, adding the re  is  a  “notab le  
skill gap  in  the  industry’s curren t landscape” in  th is regard . 

With  com petition  for top-qua lity candida te s fie rce , the  best can  com m and 
prem ium . “CFOs a re  in  a  good spot righ t now, and  they have  be en  for som e  
years,” says Alan  Num suwan, executive  vice  president in  FTI’s CFO Solu tions 
practice . “And when you’re  in  h igh  dem and, you  genera lly can  leverage  tha t 
dem and to  find  som e th ing tha t m ee ts your crite ria .” 

Com panies should  have  a  p lan  for when the  CFO m oves on: “If the  turnover is  
le ss than  five  yea rs, then  a  board  or a  com pany should  be  conside ring wha t the ir 
succession  p lan  is ,” Gutze it advises. “What is  the  ta len t tha t sits  a round the  CFO? 
What does the  organiza tion  tha t re ports to  the  CFO look like? The re  should  be  
m ore  awareness and  preparedness.” 

  



These  p lans should  e ncom pass the  en tire  CFO team , not just the  CFO 
specifica lly, says Num suwan: “The  com pany should  have  an  eye  toward  m aking 
sure  the re  a re  p lans in  p lace  across the  finance  function  so tha t in  the  event of a  
departure , the re  is  a  p lan  in  p lace  tha t goe s with  looking a t one  or two leve ls 
down.” 

F r a c t io n a l C F O s 

For sm all or sta rtup  com panies, a  fractiona l CFO can  be  a  grea t solu tion , says 
Sunny Khosla , founde r of business-deve lopm ent firm  Coin  Maste rs, who se rves 
as fractiona l CFO for th ree  d iffe ren t com panies. In  the  e nd , he  a rgues, CFOs “a re  
supporting the  com pany, and  our expense  line  item  is one  of the  first th ings to  
look a t.” 

A technology sh ift in  recent yea rs has provided  easie r access to  ta len t, m aking 
the  fractiona l CFO a  m ore  feasib le  proposition , he  notes. “It has given  access to  a  
m uch la rge r ta len t pool, and  AI [a rtificia l in te lligence] and  au tom ation  tools 
m ade  th is possib le . I have  seen  a  lot of ou tsourcing of loca l bookkeepers and  the  
im plem e nta tion  of AI to  ge t bookkeeping with  au tom ation .” 
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