
Mike Kearney: Welcome to Resilient. My 
name is Mike Kearney, the Risk & Financial 
Advisory CMO.

We’re now on episode 14—I can’t believe 
that—in our Confronting the COVID-19 Crisis 
series, and we’ve only really just scratched 
the surface on the challenges in this rapidly 
changing environment. That’s why this new 
Resilient series is so important to me—every 
day, the business landscape changes. 

Today I’m joined by Deloitte’s Chief Financial 
Officer Program Global Leader, Sandy 
Cockrell, somebody that I’ve known for quite 
some time. He leads our CFO program. 
The mission of the CFO program is quite 

simple: to help CFOs stay ahead in the 
face of growing challenges and demands. 
And with COVID-19, CFOs are front and 
center in navigating a very, very challenging 
environment. We are fortunate have just 
launched the Q2 CFO Signal survey. I think 
just today.

Today I plan to dive into the survey with 
Sandy. And we are going to talk about 
what CFOs have to say in terms of revenue 
growth, how CFOs are adapting to the 
challenges brought on by COVID-19, what 
CFOs are saying about hiring and staffing 
cuts, how CFOs are looking at virtual work, 
and new trends as a result of COVID-19.

So let’s get to it: my conversation with Sandy 
Cockrell.

Welcome to Resilient, Sandy. You’re releasing 
the Q2 CFO Signals survey this week—
maybe even, in fact, today. The question, 
I think, that certainly is on top of my mind 
and many others’ is, when do CFOs see the 
economy getting better?

Sandy Cockrell: Well, Mike, first of all, 
thanks for having me. So we ask that 
question a couple different ways, but 
specifically, we ask it around the major 
countries around the world: the North 
American, the European, and the Chinese 
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economies. If we go back to the first-quarter 
survey that we released three months ago, 
at that point, 80 percent of the CFOs who 
were surveyed said the North American 
economy was good, whereas today only 1 
percent see it as good; for Europe, only 1 
percent see the European economy as good 
today; and for China, it’s 9 percent. But then 
we asked, “What did those economies look 
like a year from now?” And it’s a bit of a silver 
lining. For North America, almost 60 percent 
say the North American economy will be 
better a year from now than it is today. For 
Europe, it’s 33 percent, and for China, it’s 
slightly over 50.

Mike Kearney: And Sandy, for those who 
may not be familiar with the CFO Signals 
survey, can you give a bit of background—
because it is an unbelievable resource—but 
can you talk about who’s included, the 
frequency by which you do it, how do clients 
use it? Maybe if you could just give us a little 
bit of background, because I think it’s going 
to set the context for many of the other 
questions I’m going to be asking you.

Sandy Cockrell: So, Mike, we actually 
created the survey 10 years ago. Greg 
Dickinson, who’s one of our managing 
directors, has run the survey now for 41 
consecutive quarters. It is targeted to our 
largest clients—the CFOs of our largest 
clients. We typically have about 150 to 160 
CFOs, those that participate every quarter. 
We generally ask somewhere between 
15 and 17 questions. About half of those 
questions are the same question quarter to 
quarter. And then we have a series of special 
questions that we will ask depending on 
situations, time of the year, events going on.

It is the survey in North America for CFOs, 
mainly because of the size of companies 
that participate. They’re pretty much all 
multinational, and they’re pretty much all 
public. That’s a great cross-section of sector 
and size of companies in insights from some 
of the world’s leading companies.

Mike Kearney: Sandy, if I’m a client, or if I’m 
listening to this and I’ve never seen it, where 
can I find it?

Sandy Cockrell: You can go to deloitte.com, 
to the CFO Program homepage, and actually 
sign up to receive it.

We only let CFOs participate, just to keep the 
fidelity correct, but it’s something that we 
distribute broadly.

Mike Kearney: That is great. What were 
some of the key themes? I’m sure this was a 
certainly interesting survey, but what were 
some of the key themes that emerged in  
this quarter?

Sandy Cockrell: Well, without a question, 
what we saw were some historic lows—in 
fact, some of the lowest business metrics 
that we’ve ever measured since the 
beginning of the survey. And if I look at 
what we typically measure around revenue 
growth, earnings, capital expenditures, 
hiring, and dividends, for the first time ever, 
every one of those had negative  
growth rates.

So for revenue: negative growth rate of 8.6 
percent over the next year, over the next 
12 months. Earnings, negative 18.7. CAPEX, 
basically 12 percent. Hiring growth was 
negative 6 percent. So not a reduction in 
workforce, but the hiring growth compared 
to last year was going to be down six 
percentage points. And then dividend 
growth down 4.8 percent. First time we’d 
ever seen any of those recorded as  
negative numbers.

Mike Kearney: What did CFOs have to say 
about capital markets?

Sandy Cockrell: Interesting. In terms of the 
debt markets, about six . . . a little over 60 
percent of the CFO said it was an attractive 
time to go into the debt market. Obviously, 
six weeks ago, two months ago, many CFOs 
went into the market, drew down lines,  
and really wanted to make sure they 
protected their liquidity. So it’s interesting: 
they still . . . Almost two-thirds still feel like  
they’re attractive.

For the equity markets, however, only 
a quarter of the CFOs felt like it was 
an attractive time to be in the equity 
markets—55 percent still think, given market 
corrections, that the equity markets are 
overvalued. So a bit of a mixed bag . . .  
It’s still time that the CFO can be out in the 
debt markets.
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Mike Kearney: Sandy, at the beginning, 
when you talked about how CFOs see 
the economy on a go-forward basis, you 
talked a bit about some of the regional 
differences. Is there anything else to point 
out in comparing North American CFOs 
perspectives versus some of the other 
regions?

Sandy Cockrell: Pretty similar. This survey, 
we actually survey CFOs from North 
America, Mexico, and Canada. And they 
were all pretty much aligned. Canada was 
slightly more optimistic as it related to 
hiring—they actually had positive numbers 
in the 1 to 2 percent range for hiring growth 
over the next year—but other than that, 
they were really pretty all aligned in all the 
metrics I’ve talked about.

Mike Kearney: And what about any sense, 
either in the survey or—I know you interact 
with CFOs on a daily basis—but what are 
you hearing about how CFOs plan to adapt 
to the challenges brought on by COVID-19? 
What are they going to do over the  
next year?

Sandy Cockrell: So very interesting. We 
really kind of put this in the framework of 
Respond, Recover, and Thrive. And at this 
point, only about a quarter of the CFOs in 
the companies that we surveyed were still 
in the Respond stage. So three-quarters of 
the CFOs have moved on to Recover. In fact, 
37 percent are in the Thrive stage. So they 
are evolving. They’re moving in business 
models, they’re changing their strategies, 
and they’re really looking forward to coming 
out of this. And many of these companies 
will be . . . Different configurations, supply 
chains will be totally changed, workforce will 
be deployed in different ways. The use of 
automation will only accelerate.

Mike Kearney: The percentages . . . That 
actually surprises me, because I would have 
said, you know, a lot are out of that Respond 
phase and more into the Recover. But did 
you say 37 percent are in Thrive? That’s a lot.

Sandy Cockrell: 37 percent are in Thrive, 
and it’s led by technology, media, and 
entertainment.
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Mike Kearney: That maybe gives me some 
hope about the future. 

Sandy Cockrell: On the other side of the 
coin, as one might expect, real estate . . . I 
mean, basically, retail and wholesale and the 
services sectors are still the ones that are 
pretty much stuck in Respond. They, to a 
great degree, are in survival mode.

Mike Kearney: What about . . . Did you 
guys talk about virtual work at all and 
perspectives that CFOs have on that and, 
you know, whether or not they expect that 
trend to continue?

Sandy Cockrell: Yes, it’s . . . You know, 
it’s interesting. I think almost all large 
multinationals have really been studying 
virtual work now for a while. This crisis 
is only going to accelerate the adoption 
of many of those practices. For instance, 
71 percent of the CFOs said that their 
employees who want to continue to work 
remotely will be allowed to. That’s incredible. 
More than two-thirds of the workforce. 
Seventy-five percent absolutely expect 
for there to be more routine work done 
remotely. And that’s going to be bolstered 
by accelerations in the use of various 
technologies, moving platforms to the cloud, 
and adopting technologies that really do 
allow for an efficient and effective remote 
workforce.

We asked about when companies are going 
to come back to on-site work. And a little 
less than 50 percent said that they would 
open back up their offices, their factories, 
those kinds of things, when governments 
allow them to. But that was a little less than 
50 percent.

What we didn’t ask, and what one might 
speculate on, is that other 50 percent. 
Are they planning on really moving to that 
remote workforce platform? And I think 
there’s a big percentage of that.

But secondly, a little more than 50 percent 
said that they would not be really coming 
back, and they didn’t think they could 
establish a near-normal work experience  
on-site, until there were effective, rapid 
testing capabilities available.

Mike Kearney: Yeah, you know, Sandy, 
I just had the opportunity to interview 
the—she has a lot of roles—but head of 
HR, head of marketing, head of real estate 
at Lincoln Financial today, and it was 
fascinating to hear her talk about how their 
minds have shifted with regard to virtual 
work, whereas the CEO previously had a 
point of view that people should be in the 
office, in a physical location, and how the 
mindset now is, that has all changed, and 
then you hear this juxtaposition between 
even investments that we’re going to make 
in the future—meaning investments in the 
employee experience—versus continuing to 
lease real estate, buy real estate, things of 
that nature. And so I think this is kind of the 
big unknown, but I think we certainly have 
seen kind of a shift in how people are going 
to work in the future, which is going to be 
unbelievably entertaining to watch kind of 
unfold over the next few years.

Sandy Cockrell: Correct. And just to follow 
up on that one, the survey did really uncover 
this thought that real estate footprints will 
probably shrink.

But another point I bring up—it’s not 
explicit in the survey, just something I’ve 
talked about with others, but I do think 
it’s important to keep in mind—one of the 
reasons, many times, transformation is slow 
or goes slower than necessary or slower 
than people might like, is the unwillingness, 
sometimes, of employees to adopt new 
methods and technologies, because it is a 
cultural shift. And I think what’s happening 
now is, you’re having a lot of people that 
are now working at home, and they’re being 
forced to learn how to use new technologies. 
I’m one of them. And it’s really fascinating 
to see the . . . what do you call it, the . . . 
effectiveness of the workforce that really got 
there in a unique way. People are learning 
how to use new skills, and that will only 
accelerate the ability to work at home and 
work remotely in an efficient way.

Mike Kearney: See, there was another 
conversation I probably had four to six 
weeks ago which kind of boggled my mind. 
And it was all about the virtual close, which 
obviously CFOs are right in the middle of. 
And the conversation was, how are we 
actually going to close our books when all 

of our employees who typically are in the 
office are now in remote locations? And 
there are obviously challenges, but they 
achieved it. So then you start to think, what 
does that mean for the future, because now 
you’ve got employees that historically not 
only have had to be in the office, but there 
was no other alternative. For them, they 
demonstrated that they actually could do it 
at home because they were forced to. And 
so then you start to think of something like 
. . . that a historical job of being in the office 
no longer needs to, what does that mean? 
So I think that’s going to be interesting to see 
how that pans out.

Sandy Cockrell: It is fascinating. And it 
wasn’t really covered in this survey, but 
we did a special poll a few weeks . . . about 
a month ago. And one of the questions 
we talked about was internal control 
environments. And I think that that will be 
a next frontier as companies really have to 
reconfigure their system of internal control 
to operate and oversee so much of this 
remote work.

Mike Kearney: Well, then talk about an 
argument for moving more to kind of 
automated controls, I guess, if you will, 
versus a lot of the manual controls that 
companies still have, because you are going 
to have to rethink many of the controls that 
you currently have in place if you change the 
underlying business process, which is going 
to be fascinating to see as well.

Sandy Cockrell: It really will.

Mike Kearney: What about . . . Are there 
any trends that you saw in the survey as a 
result of COVID-19 that that CFOs see either 
being accelerated or, as a result of kind of 
this new normal, that they are going to start 
to look into? And you know, this could be 
automation. It could be cloud. It could be 
different areas they’ve seen. Any trends 
CFOs are focusing on?

Sandy Cockrell: Well, we talked a little bit 
about, you know, the move to the cloud and 
more remote work and things like that. One 
of the things that that was striking is around 
the business focus. For the first time ever 
in the history of our survey, focus on cost 
reduction outweighed focus on revenue 
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growth by 11 percentage points. That’s the 
first time we’ve ever seen that. And I think 
so over the next year, in budgets, in financial 
planning, there will be some very sharp 
pencils when it comes to looking at cost.

The other business focus areas that we 
typically ask about directionally were 
the same, although I’d say they have a 
little bit more of a defensive posture. So 
investing cash rather than returning it to 
shareholders. Staying with current offerings, 
as opposed to moving to new offerings. 
Staying in existing geographies, as opposed 
to moving to new geographies. And with 
a significant focus growing organically, as 
opposed to inorganically through M&A.

Mike Kearney: Sandy, when you look 
at this in totality, was there a finding or a 
result that surprised you that you thought, 
“I would not have expected that given the 
current environment?”

Sandy Cockrell: I would not have expected 
what we call our optimism index that we 
ask every single quarter. And basically, what 
we’re asking is, are you more optimistic 
over the next 12 months than you were 
90 days ago? Or are you less optimistic? 
Or you neutral? And for the history of the 
survey, every quarter, a quarter out, there’s 
always been a net optimism positive index. 
This time it was a negative 54 percentage 
points—two-thirds of the CFOs said they 
were less optimistic about the next year 
than they were just 90 days ago.

Mike Kearney: So this may be an odd 
question as a follow up, but is there 
anything that gives you hope, personally, 
based on the results of the CFO survey?

Sandy Cockrell: A couple things, yes. I will 
go back to the views of where economies 
will be, you know, a year from now, 
especially the North American economy, 
with almost 60 percent of the CFOs saying it 
will be improved. That’s very important.

Secondly, we asked a couple questions 
around when we think we would get back 
to the next “new normal”—to the “near-
normal” was the way we asked it. And we 
also asked that question in that special poll 
that we did about a month ago. At that point 

60 percent of the surveyed CFOs said that 
we would be back to a near-normal by the 
end of 2020. That’s now flipped: Now 60 
percent say that it will not happen until 2021 
or later.

So that was a fairly sizable movement, but 
when you really kind of take into account 
the business metrics, the business focus, 
where people think the economy is today 
and all, that could have been a lot worse, 
because that means 40 percent of the of the 
surveyed CFOs say that we will be back to 
some near-normal by the end of 2020.

Mike Kearney: And Sandy, this maybe 
is not necessarily based on any specific 
outcome of the survey—it’s really based 
on the fact that you’ve been in this world 
for decades, and you’ve advised CFOs, 
especially as they go through different 
downturns—do you have any guidance or 
advice for CFOs as they navigate this this 
downturn? Anything that you would share 
based on your experience?

Sandy Cockrell: I think the first thing . . . It’s 
always about talent. It is absolutely critical, 
whether it’s offering a work-from-home 
package to one of your valuable employees, 
to just taking time to spend with them, but 
you’re never any better than the average of 
your team. And now is the time that CFOs 
really do have to embrace their top talent 
and make sure that they keep them.

Number two is to work very closely with 
your treasurer and ensure that you maintain 
and you can deliver a balance sheet that’s 
got the proper amounts of liquidity and 
flexibility and headroom, so that when we 
begin to really come out of this, you can take 
advantage of some of the once-in-a-lifetime 
market opportunities that will be there.

Mike Kearney: I think I’ve exhausted every 
question I have, Sandy. Is there anything 
else that came out of the survey that you 
think is important for us to convey to our 
listeners that will help them navigate in the 
next several months?

Sandy Cockrell: The last thing I would say 
is . . . One question we asked every quarter 
is risk appetite. Normally, somewhere 
between 45 to 50 percent of the surveyed 

CFOs will say it’s a good time to be taking on 
additional risks. That number has dropped 
out at 27 percent, rightfully so, and very 
understandably. What I would say is, we 
continue to produce a quarterly basis. 
That would be a metric that I would say is a 
beacon. It’s a very important benchmark to 
follow because, as that percentage crawls 
up into . . . back into the 40s, I think that’s 
when you’re going to see companies began 
to focus on revenue growth versus cost 
reduction, returning money to shareholders, 
going into new markets, developing new 
products, and growing inorganically.

Mike Kearney: And, Sandy, I would say . 
. . I’m just trying to think about that, and 
I totally understand the notion that risk 
appetite may be lower, but I would also 
imagine—I’d love to get your thoughts, and 
maybe this is a qualitative response—but 
this is also the time to innovate. That’s 
another thing that I had heard earlier 
today on a conversation that I had around 
the fact that we are being forced into new 
situations. And if there’s ever an opportunity 
to innovate—and maybe this gets at more 
internal business processes and things like 
that—but this is the time to innovate. I’m 
guessing that risk appetite comment would 
not necessarily be . . . I don’t know, not in 
line with that thinking you’ve heard.

Sandy Cockrell: Yeah, the risk appetite is 
really more along the lines of, how are you 
going to grow? Is it going to be inorganic or 
organic? Are you going to take on additional 
risks on your balance sheet in terms of 
capital structures? Those kind of things. Are 
you going to go into new and risky markets? 
What I would say to really support what 
you heard today . . . I’ll go back to three-
quarters of the CFOs already in the Recovery 
and Thrive stages, because that’s where 
evolution and innovation in business model 
change takes place, and they’re beginning to 
do that.

Mike Kearney: Yeah, that’s a great way to 
end it. I’m actually really excited just about 
the innovations that I’ve seen in my clients, 
when I’m even seeing that at Deloitte. I think 
the opportunities, given everything that 
we’re going through, to create new business 
models, to create new ways of working, are 
incredible. So that gives me a lot of hope.
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Sandy, this is awesome. Thank you very 
much. This is such an unbelievably valuable 
resource that everybody can be using. So 
thank you for sharing your perspectives and 
the results.

Sandy Cockrell: Thank you. And thank you 
for having me.

Mike Kearney: Thank you, Sandy, for 
sharing these insights from the CFOs 
responding to the survey. I invite you to 
check out the report on deloitte.com—just 
type CFO Signals.

We have covered a lot of topics over the 
last few months, and we have an incredible 
backlog of guests that we’re going to 
continue to bring to you.

If you have any topics or anyone that you 
think we should be talking to, hit me up on 
LinkedIn or Twitter. And I’ve been getting a 
lot of feedback, which is incredibly helpful as 
we prioritize which topics we bring to  
you next.

And for more insights across all aspects 
of COVID-19, just go to deloitte.com or 
our Facebook page. You can also listen to 
the Resilient podcasts on Apple Podcasts, 
SoundCloud, Stitcher, Google Play and even 
Spotify. Until next time, stay safe and  
remain resilient. 
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