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The role of the finance function  
as business partner

Introduction

Last year, our Deloitte CFO Survey focused on the 
implementation and use of dashboards and key 
performance indicators as strategic tools. We concluded 
that, while dashboards and key performance indicators 
do exist in Luxembourg, they do not systematically allow 
sufficiently precise company management. 

Finance stands at the crossfire of both internal and 
external challenges. External challenges are best 
embodied by the pursuit of efficiency and the related 
race to reduce costs to remain competitive. In parallel, 
internal challenges for finance have grown for various 
reasons such as the need for ever-faster financial 
reporting production coupled with a limited quality of 
data. Strategic decisions must be supported by reliable 
financial data. Those challenges lead to an increasing 
demand on finance to participate in a high-performing 
business culture as well as a greater demand from 
the business for finance to drive performance with an 
increased focus on strategic advice and business insight.

In our 2015 edition of the Deloitte CFO Survey, we are 
analyzing the role of the finance function as business 
partner to the company’s business units. “Business 
partnering” can be defined as the role that the finance 
function undertakes to support and challenge the 
business units to ensure that the chosen business 
strategies deliver the required shareholder value at  
an acceptable level of risk.

Methodology

The responses to our survey span across a range of non-
financial and financial sector companies with a minimum 
of 50 employees. As the following graph shows, the 
responses received this year come from a relatively 
diverse population in terms of company size. Almost 50 
percent of the responses stem from the financial services 
sector. The remaining half of the respondents focus on 
technology, media and telecom, industry, transport, and 
other sectors. 

Company size

12%

12%

26%

12%

40%

>1,000 
employees

501-1,000
employees

251-500
employees

101-250
employees

50-100
employees
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Business partnering in Luxembourg

Refocusing efforts toward driving business and 
shareholder value—and providing the right environment 
to create value—are demanding tasks. Many companies 
are thus focusing on implementing strategies to provide 
a better environment for business partnering. The 
explosion in the quantity and variety of data available, 
commercial demands of new business models, or 
opportunities presented by digital transformation 
enhance the opportunity to redefine and invest in 
finance business partnering. As a result, many companies 
have already started to invest in and further develop 
their finance business partnering capabilities.

In Luxembourg, as shown in the graphs below, 
approximately 40 percent of CFOs recognize that there 
is a vision and roadmap for the long-term development 
of their finance function. Almost half of the finance 
functions confirm that the role of business partner 
is defined and clearly understood within the finance 
function.

Half of Luxembourg-based companies have a clearly 
defined and well-understood business partner role 
within their finance function.

44%

Somewhat NoYes

49% 7%

A finance vision and roadmap for long term 
development of the finance function exist

The role of a business partner is clearly defined 
and understood within the finance function

51%
Somewhat agree

39%
Fully agree 10%

Somewhat disagree

51%
Somewhat agree

39%
Fully agree 10%

Somewhat disagree
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Maturity of the business partner 
role in Luxembourg 

The increasingly strategic role of the finance function 
within the company suits the business partnering model 
very well. To support strategic business decisions, 
it is important to identify the people with the right 
perspectives to solve the problem, to develop a common 
understanding of the issues, to find the environment 
that will foster creative collaboration, and to find the 
right timing. By enabling increased interactions with 
business units, the business partnering model creates 
a favorable environment for the above-mentioned 
prerequisites. It also supports the three stages of 
strategic decision-making: building understanding, 
shaping choices, and making decisions.

So, to what extent has the business partner role 
been established in Luxembourg-based companies?

Organizational maturity  

In terms of organizational maturity of the business 
partner role, the reporting lines must be well-defined 
and, ideally, the business partners, even though part of 
the finance function, should have a dotted reporting line 
to the business unit leader with whom they partner.  

The graph beside indicates that for less than half of the 
respondents, the reporting lines between the finance 
function and the business units are clear and well-
defined. Over half of the respondents confirm that they 
only have partially established reporting lines between 
the finance function and the business units or not at all. 

There is room for improvement to create a more 
mature business partnering landscape in Luxembourg- 
based companies.

Reporting lines between the finance function 
and business units are clear and well defined

32%
Somewhat agree

46%
Fully agree

15%
Somewhat disagree

7%
Disagree
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54%
Somewhat agree

34%
Fully agree

12%
Somewhat disagree

Important to note is that, according to our survey, 
almost 80 percent of the finance functions have 
communication structures in place to learn about the 
needs and expectations of the business. These structures 
allow them to better customize the management 
reporting they provide to the business managers and  
to anticipate any future needs.

Systems and information management maturity
As the guardian for financial data, a business partner 
ensures that data is consistent throughout the company. 
Therefore, the business partner requires uniform 
definitions of key data elements and a single source of 
data so that that there is only “one version of the truth.”

As shown in the graphs below, almost 83 percent of 
the respondents store the data in different databases, 
and this requires manual effort before management 
reporting is ready.

Procedures and responsabilities for developing 
and maintaining the reports are respected 
throughout the organization

Management reporting is not delivered from  
a single data model, but delivered from different 
databases

83% 18%Yes No

Moreover, the survey shows that 35 percent of the 
business partners report only to finance, not to the 
business unit with which they partner. 65 percent, 
however, report to both their respective business  
unit and the finance function.

Policy and process maturity

In its role as a business partner, the finance function 
provides management reporting to the business 
managers. Only 44 percent of the respondents fully 
agree that there are procedures and responsibilities 
defined for developing the monthly management 
reports. When this is the case, only 34 percent feel 
these procedures and responsibilities are maintained 
throughout the company, as shown in the below graph.
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According to our survey,  
almost 80 percent of the finance 
functions have communication 
structures in place to learn about 
the needs and expectations  
of the business

Combining data from multiple systems requires 
manual efforts

49%
Somewhat agree

20%
Fully agree

29%
Somewhat disagree

2%
Disagree

Only 22 percent of the respondents indicated that their 
finance function is able to provide real-time financial 
data to the business.

Talent and people maturity

Over half of the respondents believe they possess 
the right competencies within their finance function 
to provide high-value support. One-third of the 
respondents confirm that the vision for the finance 
function is incorporated in the personal objectives of 
business partners. 
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Services and role of the business 
partner  

Luxembourg-based finance functions are on their 
way to delivering key business partner services in 
their capacity as a strategic partner to the business.

52%
Fully agree

36%
Somewhat
agree

12%
Somewhat
disagree

The finance function is closely involved in every 
long-term decision-making process

A business partner not only analyzes the past 
information but also looks forward through simulation 
and scenario analysis during planning, budgeting and 
forecasting exercises. The business partner develops and 
maintains sustainable relationships with the business 
units and advises on the value drivers, formulating 
sound recommendations that lead to better steering of 
business decisions. Business partnering plays a critical 
role across the company by delivering timely, relevant, 
and insightful management information to the business 
so that the best decisions possible are made.

The survey analyzed the type of services provided by the 
finance business partners in Luxembourg. 

Supporting the long-term strategy and decision-
making process

54 percent of the respondents fully agree that finance 
is involved in the long-term decision-making process. 
However, only one-third fully agrees that the strategic 
planning process is sufficiently reactive and dynamic to 
match environmental changes and market or industry-

specific developments.



The finance function contributes to the identification 
of growth opportunities and their realisation

37%
Somewhat agree

25%
Fully agree

19%
Somewhat disagree

19%
Disagree

Leading the budgeting and forecasting process 

Almost all respondents confirm that the finance function 
is leading and governing the budgeting and forecasting 
process.

However 18 percent of CFOs confirm that this process 
is not formally documented with clear roles and 
responsibilities. Only half of the finance functions 
confirm that they have technology tools supporting  
the budgeting and forecasting process. 

In terms of input used for the budgeting and forecasting 
process, all CFOs confirm using bottom-up, top-
down, and prior year data for the exercise. Scenario 
and sensitivity analysis is used in 70 percent of the 
companies.

Almost all of the finance functions confirmed that  
the output of the budgeting and forecasting process is 
consequently used in standard management reporting. 

Driving cost reduction strategy

As a strategic business partner, the finance function is 
often seen as the key player in leading the cost reduction 
strategy and projects. 50 percent of respondents agree 
that this is indeed the case in the Luxembourg-based 
companies. 40 percent somewhat agree and 10 percent 
do not agree at all.

Driving and supporting revenue growth 
opportunities 

Contributing to the identification of growth 
opportunities and their realization could be another 
responsibility of the business partner. This spans from 
identifying an opportunity to implementation. As shown 
in the graph below, only 25 percent fully agree that  
their finance function contributes to the identification  
of growth opportunities and their realization. 
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Supporting short-term decision-making process 

Providing short-term decision support in terms of 
management reporting, product and profitability 
analysis, and ad hoc support is another key role of  
the finance business partner.

Standardized reporting is provided by 40 percent of 
the respondents whereas around half of the finance 
functions provide somewhat standardized management 
reporting across their company. Most respondents 
also confirm that they provide product and profitability 
analysis for their business units.

However, when asked whether the finance function 
can rely on near real-time information to be able to 
respond quickly to inquiries from the business, only 22 
percent fully agree that they are able to rely on real-time 
information. 30 percent of respondents confirm not 
being able to do so and almost 50 percent somewhat 
agree that they are able to quickly respond to inquiries 
from the business.

Our survey also showed that half of the respondents 
acknowledge that the business units perform parallel 
financial analysis rather than fully relying on the finance 
function to do so, as shown in the below graph.

Do the business units perform financial analysis 
independent from the finance function?

49% 51%Yes No
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Barriers to finance business partnering

Luxembourg-based companies know what they 
want to achieve, but there are significant barriers  
to realizing these goals.

Recruiting additional finance personnel 
largely dedicated to business partnering

Improving the efficiency and functionality
of performance indicators to better focus

Identifying value drivers and key 
performance indicators to better focus 

Clearly defining finance business partner 
roles

Improving the quality and availability 
of data and key business information

5%

15%

5%

24%

51%

Which strategies is your finance function 
undertaking to provide a better environment  
for business partnering?

Making the transition from a traditional, mainly back-
office finance function to a strategic, business-facing, 
front-office is not always an easy endeavour and requires 
commitment and effort. This critical transformation 
process affects the company as a whole and does 
not ensure per se that finance business partnering 
capabilities will translate into tangible strategic benefits 
that are meaningful to the company. This may explain 
why CFOs need to look at it twice before selecting this 
model. Not all CFOs are prepared to invest a significant 
part of their finance function resources’ time in 
delivering business partnering capabilities.

Luxembourg-based companies know what they 
want to achieve, but there are significant barriers 
to realizing these goals

Almost 80 percent of respondents intend to increase 
the time their finance function spends on business 
partnering. Over 50 percent of respondents indicated 
they intend to improve the quality and availability of data 
and key business information. Identifying value drivers 
and key performance indicators is also seen as a major 
strategy to provide a better environment for business 
partnering, together with improving the efficiency and 
functionality of performance management systems, as 
shown in the graph below.
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Only 40 percent of 
respondents believe they 
have sufficient resources  
to dedicate the appropriate 
time to business partnering

In parallel, certain competencies are required from 
the finance function’s resources to deliver high-value 
business partnering services. The graph below indicates 
that analytical thinking and strategic capability are 
seen as key competences for a business partner, as 
are customer focus, relationship management, and 
commercial acumen.

What are according to you the three key competencies 
for developing finance business partners?

Analytical capability

Commercial Acumen/decision making

Challenge, negociation and influence

Strategic thinking

Relationship management

Customer focus

15% 

27% 

29% 

12% 

7% 

10% 
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Does the finance function have adequate resource 
capacity to successfully deliver business partnering?

13%
No

47%
Somewhat

40%
Yes

Barriers to increasing business partnering  
in Luxembourg-based companies

Like all transformation processes, transforming the 
traditional finance function into a business partner 
role faces barriers. When asked what type of barriers 
Luxembourg-based finance functions encounter when 
increasing their business partnering capabilities, CFOs 
see a lack of time and effort as key obstacles. As shown 
in the graph below, only 40 percent of respondents 
believe they have sufficient resources to dedicate the 
appropriate time to business partnering.

Poor data quality and availability, different spreadsheets, 
and other process inefficiencies are seen by 60 percent 
of the respondents as very time-consuming. Combined 
with different systems and applications used, almost 
all respondents confirm that these issues of data and 
process inefficiencies require manual effort.
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Conclusion

The Luxembourg-based finance functions are 
focused on becoming strategic partners to the 
business. However, there are still significant barriers 
to finance business partnering, both in terms of time 
and support provided to the business.

Our survey reveals that approximately half of the 
Luxembourg companies have embedded the role of 
the finance business partner. Reporting lines between 
finance and the business units are not always well-
defined. However, 80 percent of the finance functions 
have communication structures in place to learn about 
the needs and expectations of the business units. At the 
same time, for most of the finance functions, there is 
significant manual effort involved in carrying out their 
responsibilities as a business partner.

In terms of business partners’ activities, most of the 
finance functions support the long-term strategy and 
decision-making process. In parallel, most finance 
functions drive cost reduction projects and strategies. 
At the same time, only 25 percent of the finance 
functions fully contribute to the identification of growth 
opportunities and their realization. 

Lack of time and effort, poor data quality, different 
spreadsheets, and other process inefficiencies are seen as 
key barriers to business partnering. However, almost 80 
percent of the CFOs indicate that they intend to increase 
the time spent on business partnering, and over half of 
the CFOs intend to increase the quality and availability of 
financial data and key business information.
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