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The forces of change
present finance
professionals with
opportunities to

redefine themselves.
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The Future is Now

Your New Role as a Finance Pro

By Patrick Ibarra

ver the past few years and into

the foreseeable future, public-

sector finance will continue
to experience transformational change.
Today’s workplace is inundated with
trends including elastic regulations, fluc-
tuating public policy, increased public
scrutiny, a stronger emphasis on reduc-
ing costs — including the expanded use
of shared services — shifting workforce
demographics, emerging technologies,
and rising expectations about the need
for transparency. “Business as usual” is
over and has been for some time; play-
ing it safe is no longer playing it smart.

The forces of change present finance
professionals with opportunities to
redefine themselves. The question is,
what are the capabilities and compe-
tencies you will need? The major prin-
ciple underlying the reinvented role for
the finance professional is CIP: change,
innovation, and progress. Following is
a recommended blueprint for the evo-
lution of the finance professional.

THE SKILLS YOU’LL NEED

Chief Innovation Officer. It is past
the time to discard the “we’ve always
done it that way” approach and to
replace it with “let’s try it and see.”
Finance professionals should be on the
forefront of change in their organiza-
tions, acting as a catalyst for the active
pursuit of innovation and helping with
the transition from best practices to

Chief
officers recognize that “doing things
different and doing different things” is

“next practices.” innovation

a prerequisite for innovating and mov-
ing beyond a traditionally risk-averse
culture.

Environmental Scanner. Finance
professionals need to help deter-
mine the potential effects of change
on government in general and their
organizations in particular. Scanning
the environment for potential pitfalls
and opportunities is a constant task
that requires a keen focus on merging
information from all sectors — public,
private, and non-profit — and evaluat-
ing it to find the information govern-
ments need to act on to ensure better
government.

Strategist. According to a recent
study, becoming a strategic partner
with their organization’s leaders was
low on public-sector chief financial
officers’ lists of priorities.' It is time to
decide what business your organiza-
tion is committed to providing and
what you can contribute, in addition
to finance and accounting services,
to its continued effectiveness. Finance
officers are members of the organi-
zation’s “brain trust” and need to
provide valid input toward its strategic
goals and objectives. Understand the
operations of other departments, invest
time with key decision makers from
other departments, and learn their



language. This will help you provide
credible ideas and fortify your role as a
valuable partner.

Efficiency Expert. According to the
previously cited study, public-sector
CFOs ranked achieving cost reduction
goals as the most critical metric of
optimal performance, putting it above
metrics associated with achieving mis-
sion or operational goals. These find-
ings support the notion that many CFOs
are under-estimating the role they're
expected to play today — to manage
costs (and not budgets) while ensuring
the continued delivery of high-quali-
ty public services. Many government
leaders have realized that severe bud-
get reductions, especially those made
across the board, are similar to dieting
— you may lose weight, but you are not
always healthier as a result. Moreover,
budget reductions are not a sustainable
operating strategy for any government
to ensure its continued role as a com-
munity builder.

Efficiency is more important than
ever, but as Peter Drucker, the influen-
tial management consultant and author,
once said, “There is nothing as useless
as doing efficiently that which should
not be done at all.” Governments tend
to count that what can be counted,
but they don’t always measure what
matters. Many jurisdictions are under
the false impression that counting
outputs — permits issued, gallons of
water treated, ordinances passed — is
somehow linked to good government.
Finance professionals need to be disci-
plined when evaluating performance,
focusing less on the metrics of inputs
and outputs and more on outcomes.
Identifying and eliminating inefficient

practices (such as producing perfor-
mance measurement reports that no
one reads or uses) allows staff time
to be redirected to services that can
enhance both employee performance
and departmental effectiveness.

Talent Manager. The new role for
the finance professional includes a tal-
ent management approach of build-
ing people and their respective capa-
bilities. Since adding staff members to
any department, especially to finance,
which is regarded as an administra-
tive services function, can be difficult,
finance officers need to optimize the
talents of their workforce. Eight seg-
ments comprise a practical and pro-
gressive talent management strategy:’

H Recruiting

| Selection

B Training

m Career Planning

H Succession Planning

H Performance Management
H Retention

m Qualified Work Supply/Demand
Match

Forecaster. What is the difference
between leading indicators and lagging
indicators? Finance professionals need
to know, and they need to analyze and
present this information to key orga-
nizational leaders in a way that helps
them make decisions. Historically,
the focus has been on what’s been
spent (i.e., monthly budget reports)
which is something like “checkbook
money management.” The opportunity
now is to establish a financial plan-
ning approach to managing taxpayers’
money. Create a financial plan that fea-

tures a dashboard of meaningful finan-
cial analytics. Increasingly, elected offi-
cials have an appetite for understand-
ing both short- and long-term financial
activities such as:

®m How property values are trending
and what effect that will have on
the general fund.

m The short- and long-term debt obli-
gations for both the general fund
and enterprise funds — before
committing to the construction of
new public facilities or undertaking
aggressive operation and mainte-
nance activities.

m The current and predicted amount
devoted to personnel costs and the
jurisdiction’s options, if that amount
is increasing at a higher rate than
revenue.

B The long-term growth strategy for
increasing revenue to enterprise
funds, other than raising rates.

A well-developed forward-looking
financial plan serves as a compass
to organizational leaders in their dis-
cussions about future services and
programs. Adopting a biennial budget
or establishing a 5- or 10-year capital
improvement plan is only the bare
minimum as it relates to a sound and
effective financial plan.

Technologist. Software has become
fully embedded in the business of the
public sector, and a number of finan-
cial transactions have been automated.
The amount of money invested in tech-
nology remains substantial, and the
role of the new finance professional
is to be both a smarter consumer and
to capture the return on investment
of these purchases and/or upgrades.
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Questions abound regarding the role
of technology and how the ROI is cal-
culated:

m Should the jurisdiction pursue
upgrades to the enterprise software
system?

B Are there potential unintended con-
sequences to utility billing?

® Does the budget process provide
policymakers with the right kind of
information to make informed deci-
sions?

m Besides offering training, what else
can the jurisdiction do to equip staff
with the skills and capabilities to
make full use of a new system?

m How will the finance system inter-
face with the newly adopted HR
system?

m Should the jurisdiction consider out-
sourcing payroll?

Technology provides the public sec-
tor with immeasurable opportunity for
improved performance, and finance
officers need to turn those opportuni-
ties into successful outcomes.

CONCLUSIONS

The role of the public-sector finance
professional is at a critical juncture: try
to hang on to the past and risk becom-
ing marginalized, or embrace a new
and different future that requires dif-
ferent capabilities. It is time to rethink
and refresh your role to adapt to chang-
ing circumstances, and add value to
today’s organizations or suffer the
consequences. The future has arrived,
and with it, an emerging role for the
finance professional. Increased scru-
tiny, higher expectations, and a shifting
political landscape add up to a valu-
able opportunity for finance officers to

create change, drive innovation, and
lead their organizations toward a better
future. |
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to Streamline the Investment Process
With GFOA YieldAdvantage® you can save
time, save effort, and invest efficiently —

with complete transparency.

. Log in and state the terms of your solicitation

Watch as banks and broker/dealers submit quotes

3 Choose the quote(s) you want to accept
and exchange settlement instructions

For more information visit http://www.gfoayield.com/
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