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For CFOs, the stakeholder 
landscape is ever changing. 
Internally, boards want 
finance to play a leading 
role in the due diligence 
and success of M&A 
activity, as well as alliances 
and ecosystems. Externally, 
investor and wider societal 
expectations are stepping 
up. We discuss how to 
navigate the challenges and 
embrace the opportunities 
of this broader remit. 
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“ The landscape for 
CFOs has totally 
changed, as has the 
role that the CFO 
plays. It’s a much, 
much more enhanced 
role now.” Mary Reilly

 Q   How do you see the CFO  
landscape changing?

Mary: It’s a much more enhanced 
role than it was. The CFO is seen 
as on a par with the CEO but doing 
different things. I’ve encouraged 
my CFOs to get involved in 
meetings with shareholders to 
take them through where the 
businesses are evolving and what 
they’re doing. As a board member, 
I rely on the CFO as a bulwark 
against the CEO – I expect the 
CFO to curtail some of the more 
ambitious ideas of CEOs. One of 
the added complexities of the job 
is more exposure to shareholders 
and managing conflicting views. 
The biggest change is dealing with 
the regulator; the FRC is going 
through an enormous amount  
of change.
We’ve spent a lot of time trying to 
dissect ESG into the E, S and G. The 
G tends to be all right if you’ve got a 
good chair and board. The S is very 
important – how does the business 
impact its employees? The E is 
difficult. Everything we’re trying to 
do in the E space is scuppered by 
major clients.

 Q   What does government expect 
of large business? 

Matthew: The government has very 
high expectations of business at the 
moment: it wants you to conjure 
up growth in the economy, support 
employees with the cost of living and 
do the hard yards to hit net zero! 
There’s a lot of onus on business 
I think because government has 
run out of road on fiscal firepower, 
monetary policy is necessarily tight 
and – if we’re honest – there seems 
a reluctance to make tough political 
choices on issues like trade, planning 
and immigration. 

 Q   Do you think it would change 
under Labour?

Matthew: There’s lots to like about 
much of Labour’s agenda: they’ve 
stated they want to be pro-business 
and they’re really good on green 
growth. Their skills agenda is good, 
they’re positive on business rates 
and they are signed up to the idea 
of an industrial strategy. The more 
challenging bit for business is likely 
to be on the employment agenda. So 
we’re almost back to the S bit of ESG – 
my advice for firms would be to have 



a really good people strategy, which 
many have anyway.

 Q   The State of Stewardship 
Report by Tulchan refers to the 
deterioration in the quality of 
engagement between the boards 
of large, listed corporates and 
their institutional investors.  
If you agree, what’s causing  
that divergence?

Simon: I think there are internal and 
external pressures. Internally, fund 
management companies aren’t speaking 
with one voice; they have lots of different 
teams doing lots of different things. One 
of the challenges for fund managers is 
bringing them all together to speak with 
one voice to companies, and some do 
better than others. 
As a corporate, you can get different 
voices depending on who you speak to 
in an organisation. The governance team 
might be telling you that they’re focused 
on gender diversity in the boardroom, 
while the people making decisions to 
buy and sell shares may be focused on 
something else. 
The external challenge is the enormous 
pressures on asset managers to meet 
new regulations. You’ve got the FCA, 
which is very principles based. And if 
you take the sustainability area across 
the EU, it’s almost impossible to work 
out what is acceptable. Every country is 
interpreting it differently and, to some 
extent, trying to outdo each other on 
their level of restrictions. So, as an asset 
manager, you’re forever trying to juggle 
what you need to do to satisfy all these 
different regulators. You’ve got very 
different agendas from governments 
and it’s quite complex for asset 
managers to navigate. 

 Q   Do you agree with the  
report that the distraction 
between two parties is causing 
boards not to be long-term in 
their outlook?

Mary: Yes. As a board, we have to be 
very clear what our strategy is because 
if the shareholders don’t like what we 
do, they can get rid of us. What we must 
do is make sure the executives get that 
marriage between short-term and long-
term. Because if you’re too short-termist, 
you’re never going to lay the seeds for 
growth in the future. The pandemic 
allowed boards to reset. Shareholders 
were important, but they were not top 
of our list. Boards have learnt resilience 
and understand that they’ve got to get 
that balance between paying dividends 
and having the right people.

 Q   Why are UK corporates 
becoming less significant in 
most global investor portfolios?

Simon: The big shift over the past 30 
years or so, if you look at pension funds 
for example, is the switch from equities 
into bonds, matching their liabilities so 
the equity component is smaller. The 
UK was over-indexed in pension funds 
a few years ago and the UK pension 
funds owned a lot of the UK market. 
There’s also been a massive rise in 
passive index tracking where people 
with shares don’t really have the choice 
to sell, so the money is sort of stuck 
and the people making active decisions 
are a much smaller part. So, you have 
that fragmentation. However, the UK 
has a few great assets. The governance 
standards are some of the best in 
the world. Also, we vote consistently 
around the world on all our portfolios, 
where we’re allowed to, and we actually 

vote against fewer resolutions in the UK 
than any other country. So, there’s a lot 
of good things but there’s also some 
challenges as well. 

 Q   To what extent is 
regulation contributing 
to the attractiveness, or 
unattractiveness, of UK assets? 

Matthew: I don’t subscribe to  
the simplistic view that less regulation 
equals good, and more regulation 
equals bad. I think the bigger issue  
is more around unpredictability, 
volatility and uncertainty, particularly 
regarding regulation. For the UK, we 
need a pragmatic approach and a  
focus on well-run companies doing the 
right thing by their customers. Those 
are the barometers of a good, well-
functioning economy.

 Q   What are the longer-term 
implications of this private rise 
and listed form?

Simon: It’s potentially a concern if the 
listed market that individuals can invest 
in declines and you end up with one 
(a market) that’s not really functioning 
and allocating capital. I’m not sure that 
will be the case. We have had a long 
move to private assets but we might 
be paused on that trajectory at the 
moment for various reasons. 
One of the big drivers has been the 
regulation and the challenges. I think the 
CFOs and executives do a great job in the 
public market; it’s very demanding and 
challenging, and you’re under enormous 
scrutiny. One thing you do get from the 
public market is liquidity. Even in the 
financial crisis when the bond markets 
almost dried up, people could buy and 
sell shares. Liquidity is often seen as a 
disadvantage because you get volatility 
and you look riskier than private assets, 
but actually liquidity can be a great 
advantage as well. And if you’re invested 
in equities, you can get your money out in 
a reasonable time if you want to. 

“ People, capital and ideas – 
those are the three things 
as businesses, individually 
and collectively we need to 
push on.” Matthew Fell

“ You need balance in the 
boardroom. CFOs need 
to have their own view of 
what’s right.” Simon Gergel
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Advice for CFOs

 ■ How do CFOs balance  
driving performance and  
the longer-term  
purpose agenda?

Matthew: The Chancellor set out in 
his Mais lecture a diagnostic of the 
UK productivity issues. He talked 
about people, capital and ideas 
as being the major drivers of the 
shortfall in our poor performance. 
He was talking about it in a UK 
macro context, but it’s a pretty good 
diagnostic for most  
businesses as well. 

 ■ What do you want from a CFO?
Simon: You want somebody who, 
first and foremost, is a director of the 
company. They’ve got a responsibility 
to be independent and to look after 
shareholders. And that should really 
determine the way they behave as 
a CFO. They need to have their own 
view of what’s right. They need to be 
strong enough to stand up to, and 
potentially have a different voice 
to, the CEO and to work with other 
board members. Equally, they need 
to present a unified strategy.


