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PLUGGED IN

How do Chief Financial Officers effectively manage their professional 
and personal relationships with their CEOs, investors and Boards of 
Directors? The answer is not simple or one-dimensional.

This was the question asked at a recent “closed door” CFO-only 
event entitled “Managing your CEO, Investor and BOD Relationships.” 
The highly experienced panel of CFOs hailed from a vast range of 
businesses, including venture-backed companies, public companies, 
privately-held firms, and ones created by mergers. 

The event moderator’s first question to the panel was about the 
CFO’s role at the Board level—how does it compare to and integrate 
with the CEO’s involvement? The consensus is that a CFO tries to 
take the emotion out of discussions in order to understand where the 
opportunities are. One of his or her responsibilities is to keep the facts 
straight and the discussions on track, and to use the right data for the 
right decisions. If extra time is necessary to ensure that the next venture 
will go smoothly and make forward progress for the company, it is 
absolutely worth it.

When a CFO is working for a public company and multiple Board 
committees are involved, he or she should be asking each of these 
committees their opinion on any given issue. This ties into a common 
theme spanning both public and private companies—much of a CFO’s 
work is done prior to any Board meeting. In the case of a public 
company, conversing with Board committees adds to the requirement 
that the CFO enters a Board meeting thoroughly prepared.

Meetings themselves can be truly dramatic, but if material is 
prepared outside of the Boardroom, they will be infinitely more 
productive and successful. For a CFO, there should be absolutely no 
surprises at a Board meeting; if there is, it is his or her own fault. While 
some will say that the liveliest meetings are driven by an unforeseen 
event, it is generally agreed upon that a prepared approach works best. 
Furthermore, consistency in meeting format is essential for trimming 
the fat off of bloated, drama-intensive sessions. This concept leads to 
the next inquiry from the moderator in the evolving dialogue—“what 
kinds of information do you prepare, and how do you use it to manage 
the meeting process?”

Instead of focusing on trivial (but not necessarily insignificant) details, 
a CFO would benefit from a concentration on milestones involving 
large-scale topics. These considerations include where the company is 
headed and whether it has the right people to get there. Many of the 
market metrics presented at a Board meeting are simplified to place 
an emphasis on a wider strategy. For example, instead of harping on 
one precise statistic from a quarterly report, a CFO may want to look 
at the quarterly report as a whole and examine how it will affect the 
rest of the year. This allows executives to more closely monitor the 
value that your customers are receiving, and how a company’s product 
or service fits into that. Therefore, the minute statistics become less 
important for strategic sessions, allowing the meeting to concentrate on 
the company’s current progress in comparison with its overall goals. n
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