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foreword 
The corporate controller’s role continues to transform. Driven primarily by advances in 

technology and the need for organizations to capture, manage and leverage data to 

enhance an organization’s performance, the controller is at the center of the corporate 

universe. Increasingly, companies are expecting the controller’s office to be a central 

resource for critical business information that informs the decisions from the C-suite and 

across all important operations. Highly effective controllers no longer simply provide a 

rearview-mirror look at company financial data but offer a window into the future. 

s you will see in this report, controllers at com
panies of all sizes are harnessing technology 
to play a more transformative role in their 
organizations. And because of this mind
set and experience, they expect external 

audits to also be technology-enabled and to do more— 
from providing greater insights about their industry, to 
identifying issues and trends that can impact their busi
ness, their processes and their controls in the future. 

At KPMG, we continuously focus not only on how 
data and analytics and new technologies are trans
forming the financial audit, but also on how they can 
improve quality and increase value. In collaboration 
with leading technology companies, we are foster
ing technological innovations that we believe will 
impact the audit, our clients and the capital markets. 
For example, we are making significant investments 
in audit innovation through the utilization of new 
technologies, such as cognitive intelligence and data 
and analytics applications. These capabilities, espe
cially cognitive technology, will help harness immense 
processing power and learning capacity to aid our pro
fessionals in gathering and analyzing vast amounts of 
both structured and unstructured data in support of 
the audit. Using this technology will also enable our 
auditors to move more quickly and comprehensively 
through an audit, while advancing improvements in 
audit quality and enhancing the value we can provide. 

We hope you find this Forbes Insights survey, 
sponsored by KPMG, informative and thought pro
voking—helping you better understand how the role of 
the “transformative controller” can be a rich resource 
for C-suite executives, operating managers, sales and 
marketing and many other functional areas of a busi
ness. I believe this trend will continue as the impact of 
these high-performing controllers grows and takes on 
greater significance. 

Scott Marcello 
U.S. Vice Chair, Audit 
KPMG LLP 
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inTroduCTion 
Today the corporate controller’s role goes well beyond reporting and compliance. In 

organizations of all sizes across all industries, management is looking to the controller’s 

office to add value and insight to the business at a new level. Increasingly, companies 

are looking to today’s controller to see and interpret an uncertain future, expecting him 

or her to help bridge the gap between historical data and forward-looking insights to 

help keep the enterprise at the top of its game. 

t the same time, the external audit has never 
been more rigorous, and the expectation for 
a high-quality audit has never been higher. 
Many company executives say that the 
external audit can and must do more— 

and do it more effectively. 
At the intersection of these two trends is, of course, 

technology. Harnessing new technologies is key to 
helping controllers perform their traditional jobs better 
while also expanding their impact. These expectations 
and needs are requiring controllers to expand their 
roles and provide greater value to their organizations. 

This paper highlights the results of a survey of 202 
controllers—along with one-on-one interviews with 
several public and private company controllers—to 
find out how they and the companies they work for are 
increasingly viewing the controller’s office as an asset to 
the entire enterprise. No longer simply a repository for 
historical data, the controller’s office has become a place 
to turn to for mission-critical information and insights 
that can help senior executives and operations manag
ers make more-informed decisions about their business 
strategies, the marketplace and the competition. 

harnessing new 

TeChnologies is key To 

helping ConTrollers 

perform Their TradiTional 

jobs beTTer while also 

expanding Their impaCT. 
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K E Y  F I N D I N G S  

The TransformaTive 
ConTroller 
Controllers’ view of their place on the continuum of transformative controllers 

4% 

7% 

26% 

  Transformative leader
62% 

  Above average

  Average

  Somewhat transformative 

note: does not equal 100% due to rounding.

Characteristics of a transformative controller 

Understands the goals of larger organization 
49% 

Committed to adding value to operations and the organization as a whole 
44% 

Empowered by CFO and CEO to adopt new technologies and 
initiatives to help the business 

43% 

Able to access and leverage information for the benefit of the organization 
41% 

Knows how his/her department intersects with operations 
34% 

multiple responses allowed 
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Top reasons controllers are able to play a transformative role 

My department regularly accesses and leverages information for the benefit of the organization 
52% 

Empowered by CFO and CEO to be transformative 
51% 

Goals of the larger organization are clear to me 
44% 

Corporate culture embraces my ability to be transformative 
40% 

My department regularly intersects with operations 
40% 

I am personally interested in playing a transformative role 
11% 

multiple responses allowed 

Current transformative responsibilities 

Identifying ways my department can help with other aspects of the business 
45% 

Interacting with operations and providing feedback on business performance issues 
44% 

Helping to inform other functions what they can do differently and/or 
provide them with a different perspective 

43% 

Looking beyond traditional financial reporting and financial planning 
and analysis (FP&A) 

41% 

Aiding operations with their own review and analysis of 
business performance 

33% 

multiple responses allowed 
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mosT ConTrollers are 
looking aT Their roles 
differenTly 
The vast majority of financial controllers are looking 

at their roles differently. They are using new 

technologies to expand their roles from 

reporting and compliance to becoming a 

central resource for their company, providing 

key data and insights to help operations 

produce better outcomes and stay ahead 

of the competition. 

hile the characteristics of a transfor
mative controller may vary 
somewhat from organization to 
organization, survey respondents 
were in broad agreement in several 

areas. Specifically, when asked to describe the key 
characteristics of a transformative controller, the num
ber one response was “understanding the goals of the 
larger organization.” This was followed by “committed 
to adding value to operations and the organization as a 
whole,” “being empowered by the CFO and CEO to when asked To desCribe The 
adopt new technologies to help the business,” “the 
ability to access and leverage information for the bene- key CharaCTerisTiCs of a 
fit of the organization” and “knowing how his/her 
department intersects with operations.” TransformaTive ConTroller, 

Angie Sanders, senior vice president and control
ler of Principal Financial, touches on the essence of The number one response 
our study when she says, “I think a big part of the 

was “undersTanding The foundational aspect of what we do as accountants is to 
create a bridge between historical reporting—which goals of The larger 
is still very important to our external stakeholders— 
and what it can tell us about the future. I think we can ORGAnIzATIOn.” 
be effective in both worlds and create a good bridge 
between the two.” 
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a more CollaboraTive 
approaCh 
Controllers today are playing a much more collaborative role within companies. 

Because they enjoy the support of the CEO and CFO, they have a clear understanding 

of the goals of the organization and greater access to information across the 

enterprise. This allows them to work closely with operating managers to, among other 

things, flag problems and help develop solutions to support business objectives. 

rlen Shenkman, CFO of SAP North America, 
sums up the role of today’s controller, say
ing, “I think business itself is transforming, 
and finance is part of that collaborative 
approach. So when I look at what our 

controllers do here at SAP, it’s much different than 10 
years ago. Ten years ago you were much more prone 
to go to your controller and ask, ‘Am I in compliance 
with my expenses, or how much do I have left in my 
marketing budget?’” 

He continues, “Today, the world is much more 
collaborative. That’s driven partially by technology 
and partially by culture. People look to their business 
team—whether it’s their controller or their in-house 
lawyer or their marketing executive—to be part of a 
team and collaborate. Controlling is helping to drive 
the numbers and helping to make business decisions, 
and it is a very valuable resource for any business unit 
or business leader. They are part of the team, and at 
SAP they are very much integrated with what’s hap
pening on a day-to-day basis, helping the business 
decide what they’re going to drive, where they’re 
going to make investments, and helping them under
stand how economics play into that.” 

Today, more operaTing 

managers look To The 

ConTroller as a business 

parTner who Can noT only 

bring hard daTa To The 

Table, buT who Can also 

bring a differenT 

perspeCTive on Challenges 

and opporTuniTies faCing 

The business. 

As Shenkman notes, corporate culture also matters. 
While the survey found support from the top is key, a 
culture that embraces an expanded role for the control
ler opens doors and encourages collaboration. Today, 
more operating managers look to the controller as a 
business partner who can not only bring hard data to 
the table, but who can also bring a different perspective 
on challenges and opportunities facing the business. 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

K E Y  F I N D I N G S  

TeChnology-driven 
eXTernal audiT 

Top benefits of technology-driven external audit 

Improves speed 
43% 

Flags high-risk areas 
38% 

Improves the quality of work 
36% 

Ability to perform deeper analysis 
33% 

Enables comparative analysis 
32% 

Helps with fraud detection 
32% 

Enables data sharing 
32% 

Ability to analyze bigger samples 
25% 

Ability to use more sophisticated 
technologies for data analysis 

25% 

Frees financial department from the 
mechanical aspects of the job 

23% 

Ability to use more sophisticated 
technologies for data gathering 

21% 

Flags issues that require 
deeper investigation 

19% 

multiple responses allowed 
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Key insights from technology-driven external audit 

A more holistic view of the state and prospects of the company 
38% 

A forward-trending view of risks 
38% 

Industry knowledge of a market sector 
37% 

Insights leading to proactive quality assurance 
and regulatory compliance 

36% 

A forward-trending view of data 
32% 

Help assessing risks and risk management practices 
29% 

Ability to capture and explore 
data interdependencies 

27% 

Ability to gather real-time data 
27% 

Ability to employ data and analytics 
26% 

multiple responses allowed 
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TeChnology-driven 
eXTernal audiT 
enhanCes performanCe 
analysis and indusTry 
Comparisons 
Although the financial audit’s primary function is to verify company information for 

stakeholders and regulators, with a focus on supporting the capital markets, many 

controllers report that they have gained insights from technology-driven audits that 

have provided a wide range of benefits at the enterprise level. 

ore than 70% of the controllers surveyed, 
for example, say that a technology-driven 
external audit provides insights into the 
industry that help them compare their 
company’s performance with other com

panies. Additionally, a third or more of respondents say 
a technology-driven external audit improves speed, 
flags high-risk areas, improves quality of work and 
allows the auditor to perform deeper analysis. Other 

benefits cited include fraud detection and data sharing 
as well as the ability to analyze bigger data samples and 
use more-sophisticated technologies for data gathering 
and analysis. 

The top insights controllers gained from a technol
ogy-driven external audit were a more holistic view 
of the company’s prospects, a forward-trending view 
of risks, greater industry knowledge, information to 
improve quality assurance and regulatory compliance, 
and help in assessing risk and risk management practices. 

Says Principal’s Sanders, “It is imperative that our 
auditor conducts a high-quality audit in an efficient 
manner. That’s just a given. But they are also using 
data analysis, common sense and whatever else it takes 
to observe, inquire and understand how our business 
changes and how those changes will manifest them
selves in the financials. While I would never rely on 
my auditor to help run my business or be my advisor, 
I certainly look to them to provide another perspective 
on how we look at things and what we should focus on 
going forward.” 

For small- to medium-size companies, the insights 
gained from the external audit may be even more 
important, providing data and intelligence that compa
nies are unable to develop on their own. 
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Thomas Swietek, controller at IXP Corporation, a 
Princeton, N.J.-based public safety firm that provides 
consulting and managed services for 911 dispatch cen
ters nationally, explains, “Being a small- to medium-size 
company, we rely on our auditors more for information 
about our industry and as a second set of eyes. I try to 
stay on top of things, but we don’t have the resources to 
do extensive industry research. Our auditors can tell us 
things about industry trends and best practices that you 
can’t find in magazines or newspapers.” 

He adds, “Because of the size of the companies 
they are dealing with, they are able to build a database 
of similar size companies and provide us with bench
marks for things like turnover and profitability as well 
as insights into industry trends, both nationally and 
regionally. Of course, they don’t share names, but they 
give you a very good picture of what companies similar 
to IXP are doing. I get a lot of value from that.” 

for small- To medium-size 

Companies, The insighTs 

gained from The exTernal 

audiT may be even more 

imporTanT, providing daTa 

and inTelligenCe ThaT 

Companies are unable To 

develop on Their own. 



  

  
   

 

  

 

  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

 

K E Y  F I N D I N G S  

role TeChnology plays 
in enhanCing regulaTory 
reporTing proCess 
Improved audit technologies can enhance quality, transparency and accuracy of reporting process

6% 

26% 
30% 

  Strongly agree

  Agree 

neither agree nor disagree 38% 

  Somewhat disagree

  Strongly disagree / 0% 

Improved technologies can enhance audit quality and provide more comprehensive view 
of key data

5% 

26% 
30% 

  Strongly agree

  Agree 

neither agree nor disagree 39% 
  Somewhat disagree

  Strongly disagree / 0% 
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TeChnology-driven 
eXTernal audiTs enhanCe 
qualiTy, TransparenCy 
and aCCuraCy of 
reporTing proCess 
More than two-thirds of the controllers surveyed agreed that improved audit 

technologies enhance the quality, transparency and accuracy of the compliance and 

reporting process. They also reported that technology-driven external audits improve 

the quality of the audit, provide a more comprehensive view of key data and free up 

staff time from tasks that were previously performed manually. 

ccording to most, the external audit is pro- Paul Stephens, AT&T’s controller at the time we 
viding more value than at any time in the spoke, explains: “Controllers must be advocates for 
past, and this appears largely to be because new technologies, processes and systems that can help 
external auditors have adopted new tech- business leaders and operating executives make more 
nologies and harnessed them to provide thoughtful and knowledgeable decisions. It’s also vital 

both higher-quality audits and a better view of issues that controllers provide leadership for reporting to 
and trends that may impact a company’s future. shareholders—especially defining key information and 

However, controllers cannot rely solely on exter- metrics and clearly linking these to operations.” 
nal auditors for bringing new technologies to the Stephens, who is now in another role with the com-
table. Those in the controller’s department must be pany, adds, “At AT&T, we launched something called 
technology advocates within their organizations and ‘Program Alliance,’ a collaborative effort between the 
continually evaluate new processes and systems that controller, business unit, finance and technology devel
will not only make their key processes more effective opment teams, to build a robust data warehouse to 
and efficient but also help keep their companies at the provide key metrics and detailed sales volume, revenue 
leading edge. and expense information. The initiative not only helps 

my team do its job better from a compliance and regu
latory reporting standpoint, but it also provides ready 
access to data and analysis for operations executives 
across the company.” 
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K E Y  F I N D I N G S  

Challenges and 
ComforT level 

Top challenges that technology poses for the finance department 

Silos between finance and IT 
52% 

Lack of tech-savvy people 
41% 

Increased demands for more data and analysis 
38% 

Lack of executive buy-in 
36% 

Lack of training 
35% 

Budgetary constraints 
34% 

no vision on how to translate 
technology into business benefits 

20% 

Culture 
14% 

multiple responses allowed 

14  | The TransformaTive ConTroller 



K E Y  F I N D I N G S

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

 

Engagement with external auditors has advanced my use of technology

6% 

34% 24% 

  Strongly agree

  Agree 36% 
neither agree nor disagree

  Somewhat disagree

  Strongly disagree / 0% 

Use of new technologies in the audit has improved the quality of my external audit 

7% 

25% 
32% 

  Strongly agree
35% 

  Agree 

neither agree nor disagree

  Somewhat disagree

  Strongly disagree / 0% 

note: does not equal 100% due to rounding.
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silos and oTher 
Challenges sTill eXisT, 
buT mosT ConTrollers 
are aT The forefronT of 
TeChnologiCal Change 
Despite progress in many companies, more than half of all respondents said that silos 

still exist in their organizations and this is a major barrier for controllers who want to 

move beyond their traditional role to provide greater value to their companies. Other 

leading challenges include the lack of tech-savvy people, lack of executive buy-in, lack 

of training and budgetary constraints. 

et, through their work with external auditors, 
most controllers are making real progress on 
the technology front. Nearly two-thirds of 
respondents reported that their engagement 
with external auditors has advanced their use 

of technology and that new technologies have improved 
the quality of their external audits. 

Controllers understand that technology is a game-
changer for most businesses, whether it is for sales and 
marketing, operations, customer relationship man
agement or the controller’s office. What’s more, 
transformative controllers are always on the lookout 
for new technological advances, such as cognitive com
puting systems, to help them discover new insights and 
more innovative ways to do their jobs. Cognitive sys
tems represent an entirely new era and are poised to 
bring unprecedented levels of automation and produc
tivity to an enterprise, including functions traditionally 
driven by human judgment and experience. 

Bronson Reed, senior vice president and global 
controller of Harman, explains, “I think the drive for 
seeking out new technologies comes from a focus on 
quality, cost and productivity. If there is a way we can 
get better data cheaper, that’s the way we’re going to 
go—whether it’s with our external auditors or if it’s 
internally through our data analytics capabilities.” 

He adds, “To get better data in a more timely way, we 
are rolling out a management dashboard with real-time 
data in it. Most of it is data we already have, but we want 
to consolidate it and make it more accessible. It’s a contin
uous improvement kind of culture that drives this.” 
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To Bryan Proctor, senior client partner and global 
financial officer practice leader at Korn Ferry, bring
ing about technological change is all about leadership. 
Even if there are silos and other barriers, transformative 
controllers must take the lead and bring new technolo
gies to the attention of their organizations. 

“The number one thing we focus on for our clients 
is leadership—even in technical roles or what once were 
seen as purely financial roles, such as controllers and 
CFOs,” Proctor says. “It’s the number one thing that 
will trump one candidate over another. Smart techni
cal skills are critical, but true leaders will always win the 
race because they’re able to mobilize the efforts of the 
finance organization, whether the efforts are reporting 
and compliance or more broadly business oriented.” 

TransformaTive 

ConTrollers are always 

on The lookouT for new 

TeChnologiCal advanCes, 

suCh as CogniTive 

CompuTing sysTems, To help 

Them disCover new insighTs 

and more innovaTive ways 

To do Their jobs. 



  

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

moving forward 
The survey clearly shows that companies and organizations that embrace the 

transformative controller have an edge in virtually every aspect of their business. The 

controller’s office can be a rich resource for C-suite executives, operating managers, 

sales and marketing and many other functional areas of a business. And this trend 

will continue. 

or companies that are at the higher end of the 
transformative continuum, this can only 
mean good news. However, companies and 
organizations that find themselves at the 
lower end of the continuum should take 

note—and more crucially, take action—or risk falling 
behind their competitors. 

The survey also found that technology-driven 
external audits are providing more benefits than they 
have in the past, and transformative control

effectively—something that will be enabled by lead
ing-edge technology. 

Technology, however, is only a means to an end. To 
make the most of what it has to offer requires vision, 
leadership, critical thinking and collaboration across 
the enterprise. While support from the C-suite is key, 
there must be buy-in at all levels of an organization to 
successfully develop and implement new technologies, 
systems and processes. This usually means demonstrat
ing how new initiatives will benefit all stakeholders as 

lers are leveraging these benefits not only to 
improve reporting and compliance but also to 
advance business objectives. Looking ahead, 
controllers will continue to expect more 
from the external audit and will choose 
auditors that are performing high-
quality audits more efficiently and 

well as the company as a whole. 
Clearly, we are only at the beginning of a new 

road for the controller of today—one that prom
ises to be more comprehensive, and perhaps 

challenging, than ever before. We hope 
this report provides ample evidence 
and inspiration for moving forward. 

Clearly, we are only aT The beginning of a new road for The 

ConTroller of Today—one ThaT promises To be more 

Comprehensive, and perhaps Challenging, Than ever before. 
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meThodology 
The data in this report is derived from a survey of 202 global corporate finance 

executives, who were based in the U.S. and had controller responsibilities, including 

CFOs, controllers, vice presidents of finance and finance directors. Completed in 

December 2015, the survey included 125 respondents from companies with $1 billion to 

$4.9 billion in revenues and 77 respondents from companies with $5 billion or more in 

revenues. They represented such sectors as automotive, manufacturing, retail/consumer 

markets, technology, healthcare, insurance, banking, media and entertainment, real 

estate, and energy and utilities. 
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