
© Highspring. All Rights Reserved. 10

The impact 2x

CFOs are nearly twice 
as likely as CEOs to 
call a function exposed 
to disruption

17% vs.  
11%
CFOs vs. CIOs naming 
outdated technology  
a top issue

72% vs. 
50%
CEOs vs. CIOs who  
review strategic risk  
at least monthly

CFOs call each function exposed at roughly twice the rate CEOs do across all 10 functions.

Leadership 
perspectives

PART TWO

What CFOs, CIOs, and CEOs  
see differently, and why 
alignment matters.

Insight 01 Where you sit changes what you see
When you ask the CEO, CFO, and CIO of a company the same questions, you don’t  
just get one view of the business. You get three.

The CFO sees more risk than the CEO in every part of the business

When we asked leaders how exposed each function is to disruption, CFOs saw roughly 
twice as much risk as CEOs across all 10 functions, with no exceptions. It’s one of the 
clearest examples in the study that leaders see the same company differently.
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The leaders most worried about outdated technology aren’t the ones running it 

CFOs name outdated technology infrastructure as their single biggest operational  
issue. For CIOs, it ranks near the bottom of the list. CEOs also review strategic risk  
more frequently than CIOs, with 72% doing so at least monthly, compared with  
50% of CIOs. Together, those findings show how differently leaders assess the  
same business challenges.

Each seat has a different perspective on risk within  
the same business. The CEO believes each function  
is ready. The CFO identifies more exposure across  
the organization. The CIO views individual functions  
as prepared but has less confidence in the company 
as a whole. The real risk emerges when those 
perspectives aren’t brought together.

Key takeaways CFOs see twice the risk CEOs see in every part of the business.

CFOs and CEOs rank outdated technology as a bigger operational  
issue than CIOs.
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Finance 
transformation

THE CFO

The first to see what’s coming. 
The one most often asked what 
happens next.

Finance sees the most exposure
CFOs consistently identify more exposure across the business than any other seat.  
That perspective helps finance understand how disruption could affect the 
organization’s priorities, investments, and plans.

Three numbers 2x
CFOs see roughly 
twice the exposure 
CEOs see, in every one 
of the 10 functions

55%
of CFOs say the 
company plans for  
the unexpected often 
or always, the most of 
any role

35
points, the smallest gap 
between confidence and 
planning of any seat

CFOs are the most likely role to plan for the unexpected at 55% and see the most exposure across functions  
of any role.

What the numbers say

Risk has increasingly become a priority of the finance function. So, when asked how 
exposed each part of the business is to disruption, CFOs see more across the business 
than any other seat. 

As the company grows, the finance function needs to evolve 
with it. Whether that means modernizing close processes and 
controls or generating more trusted forecasts, finance does 
the most planning for potential disruptions. It’s also the seat 
most often asked what happens next when plans stall.
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Extend finance’s scenarios to the rest of  
the business
Finance already runs forecasting and modeling on downside scenarios. Put them in front 
of each function and ask what their team would do. This turns a finance effort into the 
foundation of a company plan.  

What this means

Compare your read with the CEO and the CIO
Ask the CEO and CIO to rate exposure across each part of the business. Then, compare 
their answers with yours. The gap between what each seat sees is where your plan 
should start.  

Take the technology case to the CIO
CFOs are more likely than CIOs to name outdated technology as a top issue.  
Finance sees the business cost, IT sees the system dependencies. By bringing  
these views together, your case for business planning becomes stronger.  

How it looks  
in practice

A company had grown for 20 years without fundamentally changing how finance 
operated. Capable employees were spending too much time on manual processing 
and reconciliation. The board wanted to accelerate AI adoption, but the finance team 
couldn’t get past the close. 

The work began by defining a finance operating model and what good should look like. 
From there, roles and workflows were redesigned, data was cleaned, platforms were 
modernized, reconciliations were automated, and low-value processing was shifted  
to lower-cost delivery. 

The result? Close time fell by more than 40% and manual work dropped by more than 
60%, freeing the team to spend more time on analysis and forecasting.

Two questions 1
Does the exposure I’m seeing in scenarios 
show up for the rest of my leadership 
team and in the company’s plan?

NOW

2
When finance models a downside 
scenario, does every function have  
a plan for it—or only finance?

THE YEAR AHEAD

Finance has insight the leadership team needs

Does the risk appearing in your downside scenario modelling show up to the rest of the 
leadership team? If not, what steps can you take to make sure that you’re connecting 
that exposure and risk to key objectives across the organization to see around corners. 

Finance plans the most

CFOs are the seat most likely to say their company plans for the unexpected, and the 
gap between their confidence and planning is the smallest of any seat. Finance has a 
unique opportunity to surface risks across the business to the leadership team. 

Key takeaway Finance owns the scenario. The company needs to own the response.

Finance sees the most exposure and does the  
most planning.
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Technology and data 
modernization

THE CIO

Every system works on its own, 
but how they connect is where 
the risk is

What the CIO sees that no one else does
When we asked CIOs how prepared each part of the business was, they gave the 
highest ratings of any seat. Yet those same CIOs were the least confident that the 
company as a whole could handle a major disruption. 

Three numbers ~50%
of CIOs call each 
function “very prepared,” 
the highest response of 
any role

30%
of CIOs are very confident 
in the company, against 
52% of CEOs

CIOs call every part of the business prepared but remain less confident in the company as a whole. Each 
function was rated “very prepared” by 45% to 53%, compared with 30% who were very confident in the 
organization overall.

The split

Ask CIOs how prepared each part of the business is and they give the highest response 
of any seat. Ask those same CIOs whether the entire company could handle a major 
disruption, and they’re the least confident.

Why it isn’t a contradiction

A foundation built across pieces looks different from the inside. Reliable reporting 
systems, AI initiatives, and enterprise technology transformation efforts can all move 

Most companies modernize their technology one system at 
a time, and while each piece often works in isolation, it can 
struggle as part of the greater architecture.
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Tell them how ready the technology  
architecture is, not just the systems
Leadership hears that each system is functioning, because in isolation, each  
system is. But what they need to hear is whether they’re meaningfully connected  
and working together. 

What this means

Finance is already on your side
Since CFOs also recognize the challenge of legacy systems and outdated technology, 
the case for modernization is already there. Now you can begin building that case 
together. Highspring’s Ready Layer One playbook covers the steps you can take to  
get there. 

Ask how often strategic risk gets reviewed
CEOs report reviewing strategic risk more often than CIOs do: 7 in 10 conduct monthly 
reviews, compared to 5 in 10 CIOs. But the systems and infrastructure risk is the unique 
perspective that you can surface to other leaders. 

How it looks  
in practice

A private-equity-backed company had outgrown its systems. Data lived in five different 
places, reporting wasn’t trusted, and AI initiatives were out of reach. The work started 
with the data, not the tools. Teams mapped how information moved through the 
organization, identified where it broke down, cleaned it, and built a single governed 
environment using the company’s existing technology stack.

Targeted processes ran in a fifth of the time, while manual work and duplication fell  
by 40%. With a stronger data foundation in place, the company could finally begin 
building its AI roadmap.

Two questions 1
Every system has passed its own test. 
But have I taken the steps to show the 
leadership team how confident I am in 
the entire technology ecosystem?

NOW

2
Am I in the room when strategic risk is 
reviewed? How the systems connect 
within the greater architecture is the risk 
you need to make sure the other leaders 
are aware of.

THE YEAR AHEAD

forward within individual functions. Every system passes its own test, but the CIO is 
often the only person who can see how they operate together. That’s why confidence  
in the parts doesn’t always translate to confidence across the whole.

The table already agrees

CIOs have direct visibility into the importance of modernizing outdated systems.  
By bringing those perspectives together, leaders can make a stronger business case  
for continued innovation.

Key takeaways Every system passes its own test. The CIO is the only one who can see how they 
depend on each other.

CFOs and CEOs rank outdated technology as a bigger operational issue than CIOs.

The systems function across the organization, but the connections are still 
undergoing modernization. This is an opportunity to keep your organization 
creating impact and innovating.

https://learn.highspring.com/ready-layer-one-playbook/
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The view 
from the top

THE CEO

The most confident seat, 
 and the one that sets the plan.

The CEO sees every part as ready
CEOs are the most likely of the three seats to be very confident their company could 
handle a major disruption, with 52% reporting high confidence compared with 45% of 
CFOs and 30% of CIOs. They also review strategic risk more often than any other role, 
with 72% doing so at least monthly. Asked how exposed each function is to disruption, 
CEOs report the lowest levels of exposure across the business. From the top, every part 
looks ready.

Three numbers

CEOs are the most confident leaders throughout the study  
and review strategic risk more often than anyone. The question 
this study asked them is whether their plan has kept pace with 
their confidence.

What the numbers say about the CEO

CEOs are the most confident seat, at 52% very confident against 30% of CIOs. They 
sit closest to exposure conversations, with 72% of CEOs saying they review strategic 
risk at least monthly. Yet they see the least exposure across the business, with CFOs 
reporting two to three times the risk CEOs do. Function by function, every part of the 
business looks ready from the top. But the question is whether those parts can connect 
when disruption hits.  

Finance and IT are already on your side

The CFO sees roughly twice the exposure across every function. The CIO rates every 
function highest and the whole company lowest. Neither is contradicting the CEO.  
Each has unique visibility into a different aspect of the same challenge.  

What that makes the CEO’s priority

Without the insight from leaders that ensures disruptions don’t knock plans off course, 
CEOs won’t be able to set the strategic vision and direction needed to continue moving 
the organization forward. Make sure the leaders who see exposure differently are 
building that same plan, together. 

52%

of CEOs are very 
confident the 
company could handle 
a major disruption,  
the highest of the 
three seats

72%

of CEOs review 
strategic risk at least 
monthly, against 63% of 
CFOs and 50% of CIOs

8% vs. 
15%
CEOs vs. CFOs who 
say the leadership team 
doesn’t stay aligned in 
uncertain conditions
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Ask for the whole-company number
Every function rated itself ready. But what the CEO needs to know is whether the 
company can move and respond as a whole. Ask the CFO and CIO the same two 
questions the study asked, then compare their answers with your own.

What this means

Ask finance to walk the whole team through its 
downside cases
The scenarios have already been modeled by finance. The gap is whether the rest of 
the business is planning for them too and understands how they can apply to their 
initiatives. Put the scenarios in front of every function’s leader and ask how their team 
would adapt. This turns a plan for finance into one that you can start building for the 
entire business.

Put the CIO in the room
Half of CIOs aren’t involved when strategic risk is reviewed. But their unique perspective 
on how systems connect highlights a blind spot for potential risk as an organization 
looks to scale. 

Two questions 1
Does our plan account for the 
unexpected—not just the risks we’ve 
already identified?

NOW

2
Growth builds confidence, but only 
shared, informed perspectives can build 
a plan. As the company’s grown, has the 
plan continued to grow with it?

THE YEAR AHEAD

Key takeaways The CEO may be right that each business unit is ready. The plan is where all the 
parts need to add up.

The leaders who see exposure differently need to build the same plan together.

The CEO could be right that each function is ready. 
However, the plan takes shape when those functions 
connect to create a bigger picture.  
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Sector Confident Very  
confident

Plan often  
or always

Gap (pts) Functions 
called  
exposed

Most-named 
issues

n

Aerospace 
and Defense

93% 61% 52% 41 5–10% Economic 
uncertainty 
(17%),  
regulatory 
compliance 
(16%)

225

Financial  
Services

96% 48% 46% 50 3–7% AI-powered 
cyber threats 
(25%), talent 
shortage 
(22%)

227

Manufacturing 89% 37% 42% 47 1–3% Talent  
shortage 
(21%), data 
privacy (21%)

238

Retail and 
Consumer

91% 31% 50% 41 7–10% Employee 
engagement 
and retention 
(19%), interest 
rates (19%)

238

Technology 94% 50% 44% 50 3–6% Workforce  
reskilling 
(21%), energy 
costs (20%)

177

Appendix

Aerospace and defense leaders are the most likely to be very confident (61%) and the most likely to plan (52%), making their gap the 
narrowest. Financial services and technology have the widest gaps, at 50 points each, and the most AI-shaped pressures with cyber 
threats for financial services and reskilling for technology. Manufacturers are the least confident, report the least exposure of any 
sector, and are the most likely to say they always plan for the unexpected (20%). Retail leaders report the most exposure and the 
second-highest rate of planning. They’re also the least likely to be very confident. 

Across every sector, people issues were cited in the top two.

Sector groups range from 177 to 238 respondents. Read the table as directional: the shape is reliable, the exact values will move.

Five sectors. One pattern, five pressure points
These cuts sit outside the argument of the report. The pattern is the same in every 
sector, with high confidence and lower planning. They’re here for readers who want to 
see their own sector and understand where the pressure points vary.
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