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 1.  Do you think the current industry slowdown will 
have an impact on your business? . 

  The potential slowdown may not have any direct impact 
on our business and operations, as we are guided more 
by what is happening in the US (on policies as well as the 
regulatory environment). The overall macro-economic 
conditions and the regulatory environment in US have 
a greater impact on our business. Thus, depending on 
how the business grows, US regulations will have more 
of an impact than the local economic environment.

2.  India continues to be a relatively low-cost option for 
shared services. In your view, is this sustainable in 
the immediate future?

  The shared services industry has about 4 stages in 
the maturity curve. In the first phase, the focus is 
on cost arbitrage and this continues to be the most 
important factor. However, as we move up the value 
chain, we move from cost arbitrage to adding value to 
the business by being involved in more complex work, 
like technology and development, apart from only 
concentrating on the transactions. Today, data analytics 
also plays a very important role and helps us to move up 
the value chain by partnering with various functions, like 
marketing, finance, HR, etc. by bringing more value to 
the table. 

  In the coming years, we aspire to work with leadership 
to take decisions and implement effective changes 
in technology for overall business efficiency. For 
example, in banking industry, technology plays a key 

role and we have to get hooked to artificial intelligence, 
machine learning and other state of the art technology 
tools to stay efficient and relevant. We need to create 
meaningful insights for leaders by using data and right 
tools to our advantage. Eventually we want to reach to a 
stage where global leaders are based in India by making 
the shared services as centre stage.

  If we look at the cost lever in India, the average salary 
inflation of entry level engineering talent is low single 
digits and in USD terms that is negative, or at the best 
negligible. Over the years, companies have managed 
the talent pyramid, fueled by entry level college grads at 
the bottom and higher spans of control leading to very 
little dollar cost increase in absolute terms and hence 
the fear of India / US cost differential being eroded has 
turned out to be a myth so far. Going forward, as we get 
into higher maturity work, the cost differential between 
India/US is expected to narrow down as the layers in 
the organisation pyramid and the portion of entry level 
talent in the mix will go down. However the Indian talent 
market is very flexible to respond to market needs thus 
keeping costs down by increasing supply (we have seen 
this in the past with respect to English language skills for 
contact centres and engineering talent for the software 
industry).

  The shared services industry in the past was largely 
driven by cost but as these players evolve and  get 
more embedded, they also start realising and reaping 
the benefits of the highly skilled talent that is available 
here. While the past model was to engage India as a low 
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cost location & move up the maturity curve to being 
a value player, there are now firms who are learning 
from experience & are tapping into the talent play 
available here. There are very few geographies that 
have talent available to address a spectrum as wide as 
what India does and this is where apart from talent, 
scale & co location also are factors in our favour. We 
are evolving to move away from being a cost player, but 
our relevance will only increase as we contribute more 
meaningfully to the global players. It will eventually be 
viewed as a part of their location strategy and not as a 
“shared services” entity and rightly so. Companies will 
move away from the thought process of “what can be 
offshored” to “what can be leveraged”.

3.  What do you think will be the future of shared 
services industry in India?

  I believe, only arbitrage is no more going to be the 
game changer. We need to hire and develop talent that 
is relevant in the global organisation and have domain 
knowledge of the business. In future, we should not 
only look at executing strategy; rather we should start 
from planning, thinking and strategising things which 
would finally lead to execution. As we move towards the 
future, we should be able to build talent which becomes 
part of the global team and parent organisation, playing 
a key role in the business. It is important that we work 
towards getting a seat at the centre table. 

  Shared services will become an integrated part of 
the global organisations vs remaining an appendage. 
However global organisations have different approaches 
to a shared service function ranging from centralised 
CoEs, federated to being independent functions and 
their India operations will reflect that global model.

4.  While cost remains a top priority, what are the other 
factors you consider while establishing or relocating 
shared service centre (SSC)? 

  In India, 4-5 cities are growing rapidly and we move 
from one city to another based on the talent availability. 
Let’s say, if we move to Philippines or Latin America or 
Europe, the key reasons would be talent availability at 
the location and the kind of work we intend to execute. 
For example, if we have to do something related to 
customer services, Philippines would be a good place to 
start the operations. Thus, it all depends on the nature 
of work and talent availability at the location. 

  Hence, apart from the cost there are mix of things 
which plays a role in selecting the location and these 
are – business continuity planning, risk appetite of the 
organisation, risk threshold, organisation capability, and 
talent availability. Many a times, we move to different 

cities and countries to spread risk for the organisation 
across the shared services. In addition, if the location 
has time zones which can work as per the US, that is 
always an added advantage.

  We have developed our own location strategy 
framework (what goes where) and we leverage that 
to take consistent and optimal decisions. Some of the 
criteria are internal in nature i.e. we would like to move 
work to a city where we already have similar or adjacent 
skills and that allows better career paths or have end to 
end process ownership in one place.

5.  The shared service centre (SSC) needs to be abreast 
of ever-changing global and domestic regulations, in 
addition to maintaining state of the art IT systems. 
How do you ensure the efficiency and reliability of 
the back office operations?

  In our case, we have to deal more with US centric 
regulatory challenges and there are lot of things coming 
up each day. For example, KYC norms are putting lot of 
pressure on Banks and Financial Institutions to manage 
compliance, etc. Therefore, we need to spend significant 
time and energy to ensure we are complying with all 
regulations without exception. However, we have a 
unique opportunity in India, wherein we have trained 
talent and resources available to manage KYC related 
work on behalf of our US business. For other regulations 
and policy compliance too, we get trained available 
talent in India. 

  In addition, we face challenges on Indian regulations, 
wherein numerous changes are constantly happening 
– like in labour laws, tax laws, data privacy laws, etc. 
We need to be on top of these aspects to be compliant 
always. Apart from US and local laws, we also have to 
take care of other compliances which affect us. For 
example, GDPR is also applicable to us because we work 
across geographies.

  Ensuring efficiency in compliance with the use of 
technology varies largely from one organisation to 
the other. In our case, we use what parent company 
uses and we as entity align with the parent company. 
Now-a-days, updated technologies do help in managing 
things better, but we have to use the model/ technology 
that aligns to global/ parent company requirements 
to stay relevant for the business. With the availability 
of new age technologies, business demands more 
from the Finance team and in coming years the trend 
will increase. Thus, the biggest challenge is to enable 
finance team to use those technologies efficiently 
and at the same time be aligned to parent company 
requirements. 



   In addition, the availability of ample talent to 
expand teams at short notice, availability of vendors 
with trained resources to meet short term project 
requirements also makes it easier to operate some 
activities from here.

6.  How is the role of a CFO changing in the current 
era of digital transformation, and what are the key 
attributes of a finance leader of tomorrow? 

  In the next few years, routine transactions will get more 
and more automated. With the help of technology tools 
and dashboards we have the ability to provide business 
with relevant data and this will become more important 
in the coming years. The finance leader of tomorrow, 
should be able to answer key business questions, 
such as how business will become more relevant and 
profitable? Finance leaders should sit with the business 
and understand their needs in various scenarios and 
develop relevant models to give right answers for the 
respective scenarios. It will be important to provide 
meaningful data insights to the business, which would 
help them in making quick and right decisions. 

  The CFOs are educating business leaders on new ideas 
like zero based budgeting, activity based costing, 
moving from capex to opex (variablising fixed costs as 
many services are available on a pay as you go basis) 
and also better forecasting.

7.  What are the challenges of a shared services 
business CFO?

• CFOs need to ensure that they stay relevant for the 
business by helping them to drive their business 
more efficiently. It is important to showcase this 
relevance to the management and team members by 
partnering more with the business.

• There are many policy changes in both India and the 
US, and thus it is important to ensure that we are 
always on the top of all regulatory compliances.

• Having best talent in the team and finding new ways 
to train them is always challenging. Firstly, we reskill 
them on softer aspects to develop leadership skills. 
Secondly, we pick on small use cases and train them 
to work with technology and business teams. This is 
mostly on the job training which helps in closing the 
cross-functional gaps. It is important for the talent 
today, to be tech-savvy and visible to the larger 
organisation. The aim is to provide mobility across 
the globe for our top talent.

Engaging self and team in business forums (beyond the 
Finance forums) both internally and externally so that a 
future oriented business perspective is developed. More 
and more CFOs are expected to be business advisors and 
not just finance / efficiency enablers



Expert views
Balancing act: Managing stakeholder groups in capital-
allocation decisions

In the midst of the capital-allocation process, it’s often a 
struggle for CFOs to find common ground between all of 
the projects competing for funding and the stakeholders 
with their conflicting objectives. As part of their decision-
making, CFOs typically look for a balance between directing 
funds into strategic and longer term investments and 
making shorter-term bets to generate cash flow. Similarly, 
they also need to navigate their way through stakeholders’ 
differing aims and goals. The route, however, is often 
dotted with trade-offs and compromises, as groups of 
stakeholders concentrate on strategy or mission or return. 
Still, in the end, these factions are expected to converge on 
an agreed-upon formula.

The task can be even more daunting than it sounds, 
considering the range of stakeholders. They include 
project managers, who bring new ideas and passions 
to their business case requests, but tend to exhibit 
optimism bias; the finance team, which is responsible for 
pulling together the analysis, while trying to minimize 
bias and provide insightful framing; members of the 
executive committee who, among others, want to lobby 
for their own business units to get maximum funding; 
the board, which conducts oversight and makes the 
final decisions on major projects; and finally, investors, 
who scrutinize capital-allocation decisions to ensure 
they conform with their expectations for return on 
capital. In addition, other external stakeholders, such 
as customers, business partners, and regulators, factor 
into the decision making indirectly and their perceptions 
and interests are not always aligned. Of course, it ’s 
crucial that any plan, once filtered through several 
levels of stakeholders, does not emerge too diluted to 
serve its intended purposes: maximizing returns, while 
also fortifying company strategy and resiliency. We’ll 
discuss how finance executives can leverage the views 
of different stakeholders to help sharpen their approach 
to allocating capital—and emerge from the exercise 
with not only a stronger balance sheet, but also a much-
improved capital-allocation process.
 
An integrative effort

As with much of management decision making these 
days, the margin of error that CFOs have in making 
capital allocation choices is narrow. But while carefully 
thought-out allocation strategies can propel a 

company to the fast lane, a wrong turn can undermine 
performance, incite activist investors, and even attract 
hostile acquirers. With so much at stake, it ’s incumbent 
on CFOs to re-examine the environment in which they 
are allocating capital. That environment involves not only 
a roster of stakeholders, but also a complex assortment 
of data points, diverse approaches to analytics, and 
divergent goals. Moreover, beyond project selection, 
there are budgeting and governance decisions that need 
to be hashed out. Still, given that capital allocation plays 
a big part in how companies create—and sustain—value, 
it behooves finance chiefs to improve the quality of the 
process. For starters, CFOs need to make sure they are 
collecting the relevant data, applying the appropriate 
analytical tools, and enhancing other efficiencies, 
reducing the opportunities for the process to get bogged 
down in debate. In some cases, automated tools can help 
categorize potential investments, providing a common 
platform for evaluating them and supplying sufficient 
detail to fuel informed decision-making. In other cases, 
streamlining the process may be as simple as cutting 
in half the 10-point rating scale for potential projects, 
leaving less room for inconsistency. For instance, an 
international financial institution with a portfolio of 
hundreds of internal process and technology projects 
managed to reduce its business case criteria from 
more than 20 factors to fewer than 10; in the process, 
it improved the accuracy, insight, and timeliness of its 
analysis.

Setting ground rules

Beyond building a sound technological foundation, CFOs 
need to create a forum where stakeholders have room 
to express relevant views, without the process devolving 
into a free for all. Among the ground rules that need to be 
established to produce structured, logical, and fact-based 
decisions are the following:
• Set clear and measurable objectives.
• Mandate a timeframe for completion.
• Design a process to assess decisions
• Make sure stakeholder groups know their roles and 

responsibilities.

Understanding your stakeholder groups

To communicate effectively around capital allocation, CFOs 
need to be able to persuasively articulate the rationale 
behind the decision-making. To speak convincingly 



however, they must know their audience. That requires 
understanding how each stakeholder group adds value to 
the capital-allocation process, which in turn can influence 
their own priorities and preferences.

Typically, stakeholders will fall into one of the following 
groups:
• Investors, as the providers of capital, want to make 

sure that any given capital-allocation decision confirms 
their collective vision of the company's future. They 
look at capital through the lens of “opportunity cost”: 
where else can they get similar or better returns 
for similar or less risk? They may be less inclined 
toward strategic, risky, or long-term investments, 
and more inclined toward predictable and short-term 
deployment of capital. While they expect the board 
to represent their interests, they may have opinions 
as to what should be done with any extra cash on the 
balance sheet, especially since they are expecting both 
a return on their capital investment and ultimately a 
return of their capital investment.

• The board, as might be expected, provides oversight, 
making sure management sufficiently scrutinizes the 
options, and ensures that capital is deployed where 
it will likely achieve the highest return and that it is 
returned to shareholders based on expectations and 
competitive benchmarks. Its role in capital allocation 
isn’t to take sides regarding projects, but rather 
to thoughtfully consider the range of options. Its 
members will also hold management accountable for 
the results and will likely have plenty to say should a 
decision turn out badly—especially if they feel that 
problems have been minimized when reported to 
management. Such “greenwashing,” as its known, 
overlooks unwelcome facts and details for the sake 
of portraying the desired progress up the chain of 
command. Similarly, a large internal IT investment 
that doesn’t deliver leaves in its wake a memorably 
large price tag, a lost opportunity to become more 
competitive—and a very restive board. Executive 
committee members are often a mix of corporate 
executives, including the CFO and business unit 
leaders. Their role includes setting the strategic 
vision and developing the key objectives for capital 
allocation. Through their efforts, and with help from 
the finance team, strategy, data scientists, and other 
functions, they are representing what they perceive 
to be the stakeholder interests of their external 
business ecosystem: they define how to approach the 
perceptions of key business partners, supply chain 
partners, customer segments, regulators, and the like. 
Their guiding questions: What objectives are these 

external stakeholders looking for from us, and how do 
we set the capital-allocation process to optimize those 
objectives?

• The finance team is responsible for assembling 
information and analysis, continually improving 
the processes and infrastructure to support senior 
executives, and—as organizations move beyond 
a static approach to capital allocation—helping 
improve the company’s strategic agility as economic 
conditions change. This team may also assemble the 
data necessary to support a decision for which the 
CFO needs to make a business case. A large utility 
company with capacity constraints, for example, 
almost reflexively invested in adding incremental 
power- generation capacity. But it may be that an 
investment in strengthening distribution—by trimming 
trees—would be a tougher sell, yet a wiser investment. 
Calculating the return, though, may require having 
the finance team weave together divergent strands of 
data, and spend time poring over spreadsheets. 

• Project managers, and other employees with capital-
hungry ideas, have proposals that they will likely insist 
offer a better potential return than other options under 
consideration. These stakeholders should be heard and 
re-heard; if they keep championing potential projects, 
they may very well hit the target at some point. As 
diverse as these stakeholder groups may be, CFOs 
should take an integrated approach to understanding 
each—making sure they each get a hearing during the 
capital-allocation process and carefully eliciting the 
actionable ideas they offer.

Accepting the challenge

Ironically, there are probably few projects that could 
unite stakeholders—in shared skepticism—as efficiently 
as the decision to make changes in the capital-allocation 
process. For CFOs to pick up that mantle, they should have 
confidence that they can make practical improvements. 
They should also be armed with a data-based case for 
taking on the project, deterring stakeholders from lining 
up against the idea. With input from others, CFOs can 
lead the way in coming up with defensible methods for 
scoring investments, monitoring risks, and developing 
dashboards. By applying a higher level of structure to the 
capital-allocation process, CFOs can aim to deploy cash to 
pursue new opportunities or imbue their businesses with 
added resilience. In the face of ongoing uncertainty, it can 
only help to have a unified group of stakeholders who are 
poised to allocate capital opportunistically. Given the speed 
at which the marketplace changes, it won’t be long before 
CFOs will likely be enlisting stakeholders in the next effort 
to revamp the capital-allocation strategy. 
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