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Executive Summary
I am delighted to introduce our 2018 Chief Financial Officers Pulse Survey which reflects the views
of Ireland’s finance leaders on a range of business topics central to both to the development of their
organisations and the role of the finance in enabling that development agenda.
Cautious optimism: The survey
reveals that Ireland’s finance
leaders are less confident about
the prospects for Ireland’s
economy over the next twelve
months when compared to
two years ago. Interestingly
many are still optimistic about
the opportunity for growth for
their business and are actively
positioning their organisations to deliver on that potential.
The majority of CFOs expect to achieve this growth through
developing new products and services or adapting existing
portfolios. However, one third are also planning to grow
through expanding into new markets and territories. Remaining
competitive is clearly a challenge for leaders, with a significant
rise amongst those expecting costs increases – 35% in 2012
up to 72% today. With more restructuring on the horizon, the
survey suggests greater appetite to streamline operations,
build platforms for growth, investing in automation and machine
learning, while reducing headcount costs.
Regulation and market uncertainty: Increasing regulatory
requirements have become more of the concern to Ireland’s
CFOs in 2018. The introduction of real time taxation reporting
(PAYE and VAT) and new accounting standards (revenue
recognition, leases and financial instruments) have added
complexity to the CFOs reporting and compliance agenda.
Uncertainty relating to US tax reform and Brexit is creating a
challenge for CFOs in the context of planning and allocating
investment. Up to two thirds of CFOs reported to either not

being prepared or not having made extensive plans for the
consequences of Brexit, with over a third stating that their
organisation’s level of trade would decline as a result of Brexit.  
44% are of the view that US tax reform will result in reduced
opportunity for investment in Ireland. However, there is some
optimism relating to developing stronger trading relationships
with like minded EU member states leading to a redirection of
FDI and more jobs into Ireland.  While the political uncertainty
is likely to be a factor over the coming year, CFOs need to focus
on their operating model, ensuring that their organisation is fit
for growth but also resilient in the face of disruption.
Free cash (flows): The years of low interest rates and strong
growth have contibuted to reduced focus on optimising
working capital management. However, as our annual global
working capital study reported, it is becoming harder to convert
revenue into cash, capital expenditure is continuing to decline
and companies must continue to focus on those things within
their control, including working capital.  72% of CFOs assert
that there has been no improvement in their working capital
performance over the last three years and the current Brexit
stockpiling is contributing to further weakening.  
The Automated Future: 56% of CFOs expect to lead smaller,
highly skilled workforces supported by - automation and
artificial intelligence (AI). AI will have a significant impact in
the next three years but only 16% feel ready to seize these
opportunities. The ability to leverage new technologies will be a
key differentiator of the future, with building an understanding
of new technology being noted as the top required CFO
competency, alongside leadership and team building. Six out
of ten CFOs believe that finance is now acting as a strategic
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function, adding value through partnering with the business,
bringing insights and analysing and interpreting data. However,
survey respondents indicate that 80% of available time is
spent on reporting and compliance activities and transaction
processing, with the remaining 20% of time prioritised on value
add activity. This view changes across a five year horizon when
CFOs anticipate that the balance shifts to 71% of time focused
on providing insights and input to decision making.
CFOs play a pivotal role in ensuring that their organisations are
investing the right technologies and leveraging their resources
for better outcomes. The disruption is here and the ability to
manage exploding data volumes, leverage new technologies
and lead a newly skilled workforce will be the cornerstones of
tomorrow’s best in class finance teams.

Amy Ball

Consulting Partner, PwC

Snapshot

57% 33%
believe the prospects for the
Irish economy are favourable

of respondents are very
prepared for Brexit

56% 57% 72%
believe Automation/AI will have
a significant impact in the next
three years with only

16% feeling ready to

believe their employee numbers
will not increase over the next
year

believe that their working capital
performance has not improved
over the last three years

seize these opportunities

68%

believe that digitisation and
automation will reduce the size
of their finance teams

Building an understanding of new technology and
leadership/team-building skills are the two most
important competencies CFOs believe they need
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How do CFOs perceive our prospects
for the next 12 months?

This trend is in line with Forecast Real
GDP growth, although sector deviation
was very evident, with a significant
contributor to the drop relating to
unfavourable ratings within Consumer
Products
Despite 72% of CFOs forecasting cost
growth, 44% still believe profits will
increase in 2019. CFOs are taking these
expectations into account when hiring,
with 57% expecting their employee
numbers to remain stagnant or decrease.

Ireland: Growth rate if the real gross domestic product
(compared to the previous year)

Prospects for the Irish economy for the next 12
months

30%
Projections
GDP growth compared to previous year

This survey was completed in autumn
2018 and highlights how CFOs
confidence has waned after the highs of
the prior years. Although still above the
confidence levels of Ireland’s recovering
economy of 2013, the significantly lower
favourable percentage of 57% is telling.

–

Favourable

25%
– 75%

20%
No Change

15%

– 50%

10%
– 25%

5%
0%

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Source: www.statista.com/statistics/375215/gross-domestic-product-gdp-growth-rate-in-ireland/

44%

of CFOs still believe profits will
increase in 2019
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Unfavourable
2012

–
2013

2014

2016

2018

CFOs expect to see growth in both revenues and costs
Expectations regarding your company over the next 12 months:

Annual Revenue

–

 Growth / Strong Growth*
 Moderate Growth*
 No Change
 Decline

*From 2018 ‘Growth’ has been
further split into ‘Moderate
Growth’ and ‘Strong Growth

Annual Costs

–

– 75%

– 75%

– 50%

– 50%

– 25%

– 25%

–
2012

2013

2014

2016

Net Profit

2018

–

–
2012

2013

2014

2016

Employee Numbers

–

– 75%

– 75%

– 50%

– 50%

– 25%

– 25%

–
2012

2013

2014
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2016

2018

2018

–
2012

2013

2014

2016

2018

Growth and future proofing

Given that CFOs are under pressure to keep growing at the
same rate, while 43% expect slow down in the Irish economy,
it is not surprising that generating growth, mergers and
acquisitions, alongside pursuing a business model that is fit for
the future, are seen as the greatest challenges for 2019

Top challenges in your business right now? (Tick up to 3 boxes)

Maintaining margins / profitability

Regulation and attracting & retaining skilled employees remain
near the top of the pile, similar to previous years, with the
uncertainty and risk around Brexit no doubt in the back of
CFOs minds.

Rising costs, including wages/maintain margins/profitability
Controlling costs including labour

Interestingly, controlling labour costs run contrary to this trend
despite Ireland’s unemployment rate being at its lowest since
2008, possibly reflecting the expectation that automation will
allow employers to leverage smaller teams

Lack of skilled employees / retaining key talent
Over-regulation

Finally, the ability to get a return from IT, including emerging
technologies, is becoming crucial as the pace of change
increases and organisations find themselves under pressure,
despite strong evidence that CFOs are investing.

43%

expect a slow down in the Irish
economy

8 Finance in a Driverless Future | 2018 CFO Pulse Survey

Increased productivity
Ability to get a return on investment from IT including
emerging technology
Having a business models that are fit for the future
Generating Growth, mergers and acquisitions
Other
2012

2013

2014

2016

2018

Increased focus on restructuring for the 4th Revolution

The number of CFOs with no plans to restructure their business
in the forthcoming year has more than halved from a third
(35%) in 2016 to a sixth (16%) in 2018. With the pressure to
unlock growth, both organic and inorganic, this is perhaps not
surprising.

Restructuring initiatives in the year ahead (Tick up to 3 boxes)

The strategic re-designing of operating models and investment
in emerging technologies (such as machine learning and AI) are
the leading two initiatives, with more operational activities, such
as review of key contracts, reducing significantly. Such moves
may be a precursor to expansion, allowing for leveraging of
enhanced systems.

Simplify and standardise operating processes
Review all key contracts with third parties for efficiencies
Critical review of supply chain to identify efficiencies
Strategic re-design of operating models
Invest in IT systems

29%

Invest in machine learning, automation and other
emerging technology
Increase focus on working capital and treasury management
Reduce headcount
Outsource a business process or function

increase in CFOs planning to
restructure
2012
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2013

2014

2016

2018
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Brexit
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Brexit impact on trade and compliance
33% of respondents feel they are “Very prepared”
and 44% feel “Somewhat prepared” for potential
disruption from Brexit – however this does still leave
a significant minority with work to do before the 29
March 2019 deadline.
38% of respondents expect a decline in trade with the UK, with the
uncertainty around the final agreement and compliance being the two
greatest sources of risk.
Responses to Brexit differed across industry sectors, with Insurance
concerned primarily with the impact on compliance, while Retail and
Consumer was more concerned about tariffs and expected an overall more
negative outcome from Brexit.
Industries outside of Retail and Consumer had a more optimistic outlook,
noting some potential opportunities, including among others:
•

Diversification – markets/suppliers

•

Stronger relationships with likeminded countries

•

Increased FDI
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Brexit Survey
How well prepared is your organisation for Brexit?

33+43+213N
24+13+672115N

What do you expect to happen to your organisation’s level of trade
with the UK as a result of Brexit?

3% Not prepared

21% Awareness only

57% Stay the same
43% Somewhat prepared
(some plans made, but not
extensive)

What are your concerns as a result of Brexit? (Tick up to 3 boxes)

15% Tarrifs / imports VAT

21% Additional
compliance

7% Delays at
borders / ports

7% Supply chain
/ access to raw
materials

24% Uncertainty for business /
investment decisions

13% Competitiveness /
additional costs
6% Ability to continue to
supply UK markets

7% Availability of
skills / people
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5+38+57N
13+19+5121715N

5% Increase

33% Very prepared (scenarios
modelled, plans agreed)

38% Decline

What opportunity, if any do you see as a result of Brexit? (Tick up to
3 boxes)

15% No opportunities

19% Stronger relationships
with like minded member
states

17% Increased
FDI and jobs into
Ireland

13% Greater focus on costs /
improved cost competitiveness

19% Diversification - new
markets / suppliers

5% Increased opportunities
in UK market

12% New product
innovation in Ireland to
displace products

4

The Finance Function
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Providing excellence in insights and action

Leading Irish CFOs are continuing to support the
transformation of the finance function from playing a traditional
accounting role into a function with leaders who can influence
strategic decisions made across their business.  This is being
achieved by understanding market trends, analysing the impact
of technology and new business models, all culminating in
insightful analysis. Currently a substantial 63% of CFOs feel
their finance function is already “Excellent” or “Very Good” at
adding value to the business.
CFOs foresee a Finance Function that provides >71% of its
time providing “insights and actions” in five years, rather than
meeting “reporting and compliance” (currently 69%) and
transactions posting (currently 11%).

How would you rate your finance function in terms
of adding value to the business?

How would you best describe your finance
function in five years time?

17+46+343N 20+69+11N 71+26+3N

3% Poor

17% Excellent

34% Moderate

How would you best describe your finance
function right now?

46% Very good

11% Majority
of time is
spent on
transaction
processing

69% Majority of
time is spent on
reporting and
compliance
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20% Majority of
time is spent on
providing insight
and action

3% Majority of
time will be spent
on transaction
processing

26% Majority of
time will be spent
on reporting and
compliance

71% Majority of
time will be spent
on providing
insight and action

Back to basics – working capital management?

How has your working capital performed over the last three years:

Optimisation of working capital management has
lagged behind, potentially as a result of the pace
of growth, and speed of change within the Irish
market. Brexit is now further deteriorating inventory
management, with the uncertainty leading to stock
piling.
Significant liquidity, which could be utilised else
where in the business, remains trapped, however
some pain will be required to improve systems and
processes to allow for a streamlined value chain to be
implemented. The days outstanding gap between the
top and bottom performers can exceed two months
across all three categories, which highlights the
opportunities available to CFOs to improve liquidity.

Improved

The same

This is even more concerning as 81% of Irish CEOs
in PwC’s Annual Survey for 2017 highlighted working
capital management as a top economic and policy
threat for business growth, with rising interest rates
meaning profitability, and not just free cash flows,
are under threat from inaction.

Worsened

0%

20%
Inventory

40%
Creditors

60%

80%

100%

Debtors

15   Finance in a Driverless Future   |   2018 CFO Pulse Survey

PwC’s 2018/2019 Annual Global Working Capital
Study identified four impending challenges for
organisations; it’s becoming harder to convert
revenue into cash, capital expenditure is continuing
to decline which may threaten long term growth, the
cost of cash is increasing and working capital has
only marginally improved which suggests a missed
opportunity. In uncertain times, companies must
focus on what they can control - including working
capital.

Download the report below: https://www.pwc.
com/gx/en/services/advisory/deals/businessrecovery-restructuring/working-capitalopportunity.html
2018/19

Navigating uncertainty:
PwC’s annual global
Working Capital Study
Unlocking cash to shore up your business

81%

Irish CEOs in PwC’s Annual
Survey for 2017 highlighted
working capital management
as a top economic and policy
threat for business growth

Top challenges facing the finance function

With the concerns of CFOs around the implications of Brexit and US Tax reform (44%
believing it will result in reduced investment), increasing challenges around regulatory
reporting feature prominently in 2018, continuing the trend of prior years.

What are the top challenges facing your finance function right now? (Tick up to 3 boxes)

Real time VAT and PAYE reporting is seen as the largest concern (making up 34%
of respondents primary concerns). Challenges expected by new International
Financial Reporting Standards for Revenue Recognition, Operating Leases and
Financial Instruments accounting, follow closely behind with 30% of our respondents.
Respondents within the insurance space were also focused on Solvency II.

Increase in regulatory reporting
Other
Development of business strategy

This is all exasperated by another of the growing challenges for CFOs – poor
management information and IT systems, which limit availability to the relevant data.

Accurate budgeting / forecasting / managing cost control
Supporting organisation restructuring

Which of the following reporting requirements are the most
demanding for your finance function?

23% Other

13% IFRS 9 Financial
Instruments
6% IFRS 16 Lease
Accounting

13+19+151161323N

Under resourced
Lack of people with correct skills
Poor mangement information / IT systems

13% Country by
Country reporting

Managing liquidity
Use of emerging technology

19% Real time reporting/
PAYE modernisation

2012
15% VAT real time reporting

11% IFRS 15
Revenue Recognition
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2013

2014

2016

2018

5

Going Digital
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Getting the most out of your digital investment

As we have concluded in previous CFO Pulse Surveys, over
the next few years the remit of the CFO will extend from that
of Finance Leader to one of ‘Chief Performance Officer’. This
would involve not only advising CEOs on financial aspects of
where the business is heading, but also formulating courses of
action the business may not have been able to determine alone.  
Achieving this will require more dynamic processes, supported
by a flexible Finance team with the skills and capabilities that
help and support growth and innovation.
2018’s respondents on average are planning a three year
minimum investment in emerging technology of €1m. This,
when paired with the heightened business risk that investments
don’t deliver value for the organisation, highlights the value of
getting it right first time.

What is your planned investment in emerging
technologies in the next 3 years?

Due to digitisation and automation, how do you
see the size of your finance function change in,
say, 3 years time?

44+13+2896N 13+6+3283119N

6% More than
€5m per annum
9% Between
€3m and €5m
per annum

19% No change in
people numbers

13% People numbers
will increase

44% Less than
€500k per annum

28% Between
€1m and €3m per
annum

This drive towards digitisation and automation is driven in part
by the saving to be accrued through a reduced, but upskilled,
workforce with 37% of CFOs (in particular within insurance)
expecting a >10% reduction in employee numbers.

13% Between €500k
and €1m per annum

31% People
numbers will reduce
by less than 10%

37%

of CFO’s expect a >10% reduction
in employee numbers
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6% People numbers
will reduce by 50%
or more
3% People numbers
will reduce between
25% and 50%

28% People numbers
will reduce between
10% and 25%

Drivers and Exposure

Evolving business models and digital processing
capabilities will drastically change the traditional
finance and accounting model beyond 2020.
What will be the key drivers of this change in your
organisation? (Tick up to 3 boxes)

18+21+101712193N

3% None of
these/others
19% Changing
regulations

12% Accelerated
Mergers &
Acquisitions

17% Exploding
data volumes

18% Change of
business model

21% Radical
automation
and use of AI

Just 3% of respondents believe technology will have no impact
on competition or disrupt their industry in the next 3 years.
Expectations are that key drivers of the change within the
traditional finance model will be:
•

Radical automation and use of AI

•

Changing regulation

•

Changing business models

•

Exploding data volumes

The proliferation of data as a result of the growth of digital
technologies demands that organisations harness this data
to create deeper, more dynamic insight into customer and
business performance.  

Level of exposure (1=very little - 5=significant)
Data Analytics

10% Use of
unstructured data

Cloud Based Solutions
Artificial Intelligence
Robotics / automation
The Internet of Things
Chatbots / conversational AI
Blockchain Technologies
Augmented Reality / Virtual Reality
1
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2

3

4

5

As the finance function takes increasing responsibility and
oversight for overall business performance, there comes a need
for enhanced insight to inform decision making.  The increasing
adoption of digital technologies augments the volume and
breadth of data available, ultimately enabling faster, more
informed decision-making.
Despite growing exposure to Data Analytics (in particular within
Banking) and Cloud Solutions; there is still little knowledge of
Augmented Reality, Blockchain and surprisingly AI, in particular
Chatbots. This contrasts with technology trends, where
Chatbot development recently outstripped that of mobile apps

Automation and Artificial Intelligence

Despite 56% of respondents noting that Automation and AI will have a significant
impact on their organisations in the next three years only 16% feel they are ready to
seize the opportunities it will create. This aligns to CFOs confirmation that less than
20% of them have reasonable exposure to these areas (see Drivers and Exposure).
Even so, 53% and 75% noted their organisations were planning to use AI within the
next three years to “Enhance customer experience/enhance customer loyalty” and
“Create operational efficiencies and reduce costs” respectively.
This shows the broad applicability of AI, from the front to the back office, and should
provide strong encouragement for CFOs to invest to get ahead of the crest of the
wave.

What do you think Automation/
Artificial Intelligence will have on
your business in the next 3 years?

9+48+349N 16+68+16N

9% No impact

34%
Minimal
impact

Is your business ready to seize
the opportubnity of Automation/
Artificial Intelligence?

9% Very
significant
impact

16% No

48%
Significant
impact
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16% Yes

68% Partially,
we need to make
more investment

My organisation is planning to use Automation/Artificial Intelligence in the next 1-3 years
to: (Tick all that apply)

Create operational efficiencies and reduce costs
Enhance customer experience/enhance customer loyalty
Support management decision making
Improve existing services
Support a redesign of our business model
Improve controls
Innovate with new services for existing clients
Create greater insight into the value chain
Disrupt our core business
Other
0%

20%
Yes

40%
No

60%

80%

100%

6

The CFO
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CFO Skillset

As a CFO, what are the top three most important
personal skills and experience you will need to
address those challenges?

When addressing the challenges of the future
CFOs have identified two crucial skills (22% each)
which are required.
Building an understanding of digital, smart and other
emerging technologies

22+14+221391172N

2% Other
7% Increase personal
networks/peer groups
11% Increase
exposure to major
strategic change
programmes
9% Improve
communication
skills
13% Improve
stakeholder
management
skills

22% Build my
understanding of
digital, smart tech

This has become of increasing importance in recent years, with
our digital research showing that companies are falling further
behind. This is the result of technical innovation acceleration
outstripping the pace of adoption, however organisations that
are able to fully utilise new tech opportunities have a distinct
advantage.

14% Improve
strategic risk
management skills

22% Build leadership and
team-building skills
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Building leadership and team-building skills
Showing the dichotomy of the CFO role, these traditional soft
skills are still vital, re-enforced by a workforce that is upskilling,
but potentially also reducing.

7

Methodology
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Methodology

The survey was carried out in autumn 2018 amongst Ireland’s
top Chief Finance Officers (CFOs) and Finance Leaders,
covering a range of sectors and ownership types.

Respondents by sector (%)

Ownership of company (%)
7% Asset
Management

7+7+2861310N 16+49+530N

10% Other

7% Banking

6% Not for profit
6% Technology and
communications
10% Services

7% Consumer
Products

30% Indigenous
Irish / Private
Company

16% Multinational
headquartered in
Ireland

5% Other

28% Insurance

13% Improve
communication skills

6% Manufacturing
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49% Multinational
headquartered
outside Ireland
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Thank you

© 2018 PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP. All rights reserved. PwC refers to the United States member firm, and may sometimes refer to
the PwC network. Each member firm is a separate legal entity. Please see www.pwc.com/structure for further details. This proposal
is protected under the copyright laws of the United States and other countries. This proposal contains information that is proprietary
and confidential to PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP, and shall not be disclosed outside the recipient’s company or duplicated, used or
disclosed, in whole or in part, by the recipient for any purpose other than to evaluate this proposal. Any other use or disclosure, in
whole or in part, of this information without the express written permission of PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP is prohibited.
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