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Executive Summary
In 2026, chief financial officers (CFOs) are under intense pressure to trim costs while positioning their
organizations for growth. Persistent macroeconomic uncertainties – including lingering inflation, supply chain
strains, talent shortages, and geopolitical volatility – mean CFOs must juggle short-term budget discipline with
longer-term strategic investments. Surveys show over half of CFOs rank “enterprise-wide cost
optimization” among their top priorities for 2026 (www.gartner.com). At the same time, most finance chiefs
plan to increase investment in data, automation, and advanced finance tools. In practice, finance organizations
are implementing dual-pronged strategies: aggressively cutting waste and low-value spend in areas like
discretionary expenses, legacy processes, and vendor contracts, while redirecting the savings into high-
impact areas such as AI-driven automation, modern analytics, and skill development. For example, one large
retailer’s finance team used a structured cost-transformation program to reduce expenses while boosting cash
flow, ultimately adding $19 million to profitability (www.afponline.org). This report examines how finance
teams are achieving such results. Citing recent surveys, case studies, and expert analyses, it details where
CFOs are cutting costs (e.g. overhead, inefficient processes, supplier expenses, non-critical projects) and
where they are investing (e.g. cloud systems, Robotic Process Automation (RPA), predictive planning, ESG
initiatives). The findings are supported by quantitative data (from Gartner, Deloitte and industry sources) and
real-world examples. Sections cover the historical and current economic context, survey evidence of CFO
priorities, specific cost-cutting tactics and investment areas, illustrative case studies, and future implications. In
sum, strategic cost management in 2026 means optimizing every dollar of the finance budget – eliminating
waste – and repurposing resources into growth-enabling technology and capabilities (www.cfo.com) (the-
cfo.io).

Introduction and Background
The backdrop for 2026 is characterized by persistent uncertainty. Inflation and interest rates remain above pre-
pandemic levels, global trade tensions and regulatory changes continue to evolve, and companies face the
imperative to become more agile and technology-driven. As one analyst observes, CFOs in 2026 “will continue
to navigate unsettled trade policy, tariffs and general economic uncertainty, as well as digital transformation
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challenges, cost pressures and talent gaps” (www.cfo.com). In this environment, every function – especially
finance – comes under scrutiny for efficiency. Finance teams historically have had to balance accuracy and
control with responsiveness; today, CFOs must add a third dimension: strategic cost management.

Over the past few years finance functions have undergone accelerated transformation. Advances in cloud-
based ERP systems, AI and machine learning, and analytics platforms are enabling new ways to streamline
financial processes and forecasts. At the same time, automation tools (from basic RPA bots to generative AI
assistants) are shifting routine tasks out of the hands of accountants. These technological shifts have
coincided with external pressures: in 2024-2025 many industries faced higher input costs, tight labor markets
for skilled finance professionals, and unstable demand signals. For example, one CFO roundup noted that the
accounting talent shortage has begun to ease only because companies are using AI and outsourcing to
handle accounting tasks that were previously handled in-house (www.cfodive.com) (www.cfodive.com). Such
trends underscore that the finance department itself is both a cost center and a strategic leader in cost
reduction.

Importantly, CFOs no longer view cost cutting and investment as mutually exclusive. According to Gartner,
“CFOs are navigating a complex, volatile environment where they need to keep tight control over costs and be
more agile with financial forecasting” (www.gartner.com). In other words, CFOs recognize that prudent
budgeting must fund the very capabilities (AI, data, risk modeling, etc.) that will enable future growth. As
Deloitte notes, finance chiefs are on of the front lines of digital transformation: half of North American CFOs
now report that modernizing the finance function is their top priority for 2026, and 87% expect AI to play a
critical role in finance operations (www.deloitte.com). This means that even in the face of cost-cutting
imperatives, CFOs are deliberately protecting – even doubling down on – technology investments. One
analysis of a Gartner survey found that although ~67% of CFOs were cutting costs in mid-2025, virtually all
were actively protecting their AI and automation budgets (the-cfo.io). The message is clear: CFOs see
strategic technology and process investments as the way to “reinvent finance,” not just eke out efficiency
(fortune.com).

This report explores these themes in depth. In the sections that follow, we first outline the mid-2020s economic
and corporate landscape that shapes CFO agendas. We then examine the dual focus of CFO priorities – cost
optimization and growth enablers – as evidenced by recent surveys (e.g. Gartner, Deloitte, industry studies).
Subsequent sections analyze specific strategy areas: where CFOs are cutting costs (including budgeting
methods, headcount management, operational efficiencies, procurement, etc.) and where they are investing
(technology, analytics, ESG, risk management, talent development, etc.). We present data-driven insights,
including relevant statistics and expert commentary, as well as notable case studies. Finally, we discuss
longer-term implications: how these strategies prepare firms for 2026 and beyond. All claims are substantiated
with references to authoritative sources.

CFO Priorities and Context for 2026
Leading into 2026, surveys indicate that finance chiefs are balancing cost discipline with strategic
transformation. According to Gartner’s December 2025 press release, CFOs are experiencing “tension
between short-term cost-cutting imperatives and long-term growth investments” (www.gartner.com). In the
same press release, Gartner’s Dennis Gannon notes that “financially conservative themes focused on
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improving financial strength and downside risk mitigation” are among the most common of CFO goals for 2026
(www.gartner.com). Specifically, a survey of 200+ CFOs (Aug 2025) found 56% of CFOs ranked enterprise-
wide cost optimization as a top-five priority, and 51% ranked improving forecasting accuracy as a top-
five priority (www.gartner.com). These numbers underscore that over half of CFOs explicitly see cost control as
urgent (see Table 1), and roughly the same share are emphasizing better planning and analysis.

Likewise, technology transformation figures prominently.Deloitte’s 2025 Q4 “CFO Signals” survey (published
Jan 2026) reports that 50% of North American CFOs named digitizing the finance function as their #1
priority for 2026 (www.deloitte.com). Moreover, nearly 49% said automating processes (to free staff for
higher-value work) was their top talent-related priority, and 87% stated that AI would be “extremely or very
important” to their finance department in 2026 (www.deloitte.com). Deloitte highlights that CFOs are
entering 2026 with renewed confidence: the CFO Confidence Score rose to 6.6 (on a 1–10 scale) in Q4 2025 –
the highest since 2021 – and 59% of CFOs judged it “a good time to take greater risks”, up from just 36% three
months earlier (www.deloitte.com) (www.deloitte.com). In brief, the post-pandemic gloom of 2020-22 is
receding slightly; many CFOs feel sufficiently optimistic about prospects to reinvest in growth engines. This
optimism is tempered by caution: CFOs are prioritizing cost efficiency precisely so they have the flexibility to
fund the right initiatives.

Additional surveys and reports reinforce the same themes. A SharpEnd CFO in Asia (Allan Tan) describes the
2025/26 Asian business environment as a “monsoon” of challenges (inflation, commodity swings, supply risk,
green transition costs) that demand cost resilience as “the fuel for resilience, agility, and strategic growth.”
(futurecfo.net). In parallel, an AFP (Association for Financial Professionals) survey case study shows finance
teams focusing not only on slashing expenses but also on improving processes (cost transformation) to create
lasting efficiency (www.afponline.org) (www.afponline.org). Even large incumbents emphasize the dual
imperative: for example, JPMorgan Chase’s technology CFO Debral Joshi emphasizes a “fine balance
between innovation and cost optimization” – focusing on metrics like unit cost per digital transaction rather
than simply cutting the IT budget (www.techtarget.com) (www.techtarget.com).

In summary, the current context for CFOs blends caution and opportunity. Cost containment (in response to
inflation, slowing growth, higher capital costs) is high on the agenda, but CFOs are also championing
investments in technology, data, and process improvement. The combination is not contradictory: effective cost
management should release capital and capacity for strategic spending. As one CFO action plan advises, the
goal is to “optimize cost, then reinvest the savings to grow the business.” (www.cfo.com). The rest of this
report explores how finance organizations achieve that balance.

Table 1. CFO Priorities and Survey Findings (2025/2026)

Priority / finding Survey result

Cost optimization (enterprise-
wide)

Identified as a top-5 priority by 56% of CFOs (Gartner Dec 2025) (www.gartner.com).

Improving financial forecasting Top-5 priority for 51% of CFOs (Gartner Dec 2025) (www.gartner.com).

Digital transformation of finance #1 priority for 50% of North American CFOs (Deloitte Q4 2025) (www.deloitte.com).

Automating processes (finance) Top finance talent priority for 49% of CFOs (Deloitte Q4 2025) (www.deloitte.com).
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Priority / finding Survey result

AI importance in finance Rated extremely/very important by 87% of CFOs (Deloitte Q4 2025) (www.deloitte.com).

Internal hiring/promotions Planned by 49% of CFOs to control labor costs (Deloitte Q4 2025) (www.deloitte.com).

Risk-taking sentiment 59% of CFOs say it’s a good time to take greater risks (Deloitte Q4 2025)
(www.deloitte.com).

Sources: Gartner (Dec 2025) (www.gartner.com); Deloitte CFO Signals Q4 2025 (survey data released Jan
2026) (www.deloitte.com) (www.deloitte.com) (www.deloitte.com).

Cost-Cutting Strategies for Finance Teams
In light of the priorities above, CFOs are deploying a variety of cost-cutting tactics. Crucially, recent
commentary emphasizes that cuts must be strategic rather than indiscriminate. As one CFO executive put
it, when cutting costs “indiscriminate cost-cutting…will not create long-term economic value.” Instead,
companies should pursue targeted “cost optimization,” freeing up resources to be redeployed into growth
(www.cfo.com). CFO.com and others advise cultivating a culture of continuous improvement and cross-
functional accountability (www.cfo.com) (www.afponline.org). Typical steps include reviewing all expense
categories, renegotiating supplier contracts, and re-engineering processes. Table 2 summarizes common
areas of spending scrutiny versus areas of continued or increased funding.

Table 2. Finance Function: Cost-Cutting vs Strategic Investment Areas

Expense Category Cost-Cutting Actions Investment/Improvement Focus

Vendor/Supplier
Contracts

Renegotiate terms and prices (www.cfo.com);
consolidate suppliers to gain volume
discounts.

Transform procurement processes using analytics/AI, build
strategic supplier partnerships (e.g. for supply chain
resilience) (futurecfo.net) (www.cfo.com).

Headcount and
Staffing

Freeze new hiring; redeploy existing staff to
high-priority projects (www.cfo.com); use
internal promotions (49% CFOs plan to
hire/promote internally (www.deloitte.com))
instead of external hires.

Upskill finance team for automation and analytics; invest in
training to improve productivity. Promote cross-training and
agile squads to maximize existing resources
(www.cfo.com) (the-cfo.io).

Discretionary Spend
(Travel, Marketing,
Events)

Scrutinize budgets; cut or defer non-essential
travel, conferences and one-time projects.
Shift to virtual events.

Reallocate savings to digital marketing tools, data-driven
customer analytics. For example, CFOs may trim broad
marketing expenditures and instead invest in targeted,
ROI-measurable campaigns.

IT and Systems
(Legacy)

Eliminate outdated or redundant applications;
enforce strict approval for new software.

Invest in cloud ERP, RPA, AI, and integrated analytics
platforms (www.deloitte.com) (the-cfo.io). Focus on
technologies that automate manual tasks (e.g. AI budgeting
tools) and deliver faster insights (e.g. real-time
dashboards).
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Expense Category Cost-Cutting Actions Investment/Improvement Focus

Finance Processes
(Reporting, Closing)

Standardize and automate routine
reconciliation and closing tasks to shrink cycle
time. Lean out complex reporting.

Implement process automation (RPA bots, smart
workflows) to reduce manual labor in month-end close,
accounts payable, etc. (One study credits RPA with
doubling productivity in finance roles) (innovatureinc.com)
(www.deloitte.com).

Working
Capital/Inventory

Reduce days sales outstanding (stricter credit
policies) and excess inventory. Release cash
from overstock (www.afponline.org)
(www.afponline.org).

Invest in cash forecasting tools and supply chain visibility to
minimize working capital tied up. Use data analytics to
optimize cash conversion.

Capital Expenditures Defer or cancel low-return projects; prioritize
maintenance capex.

Redirect CAPEX toward critical digital infrastructure (e.g.
cybersecurity, AI analytics platforms) that improves long-
term efficiency.

ESG and
Sustainability

(Not typically cut – increasingly seen as
investment)

Invest in energy-efficiency and waste-reduction initiatives.
For example, efficient cooling systems and other green
projects can cut operating costs by ~30% (futurecfo.net).
Consider sustainability projects that have dual cost and
compliance benefits.

In each area, process and efficiency improvements are key. For instance, the Campbell Soup finance
leader described an “enablers program” that cut controllable spend by about 4.5% per year (www.cfo.com).
Key tactics in that program were cultural and structural: simplifying product/service offerings, eliminating waste
and complexity, and fostering cross-functional ownership of costs (www.cfo.com). Vendors were renegotiated
and talent was redeployed instead of adding new hires (www.cfo.com). These steps led to recurring savings
without crippling the business.

One widely-recommended approach is zero-based budgeting (ZBB) for discretionary costs (www.cfo.com).
Under ZBB, every expense must be justified each year, rather than relying on incremental increases, which
forces managers to root out redundant spending. CFO.com explicitly suggests using ZBB to ensure
“indiscriminate” cuts don’t undermine strategic initiatives (www.cfo.com). When done carefully, this creates
lean budgets that align spending directly with value creation.

Another important strategy is working capital discipline. CFOs are tightening credit terms and inventory
levels to free up cash. In the AFP case study of a Middle East automotive retailer, the finance team identified
slow receivables and bloated inventory as key drains, and implemented stricter credit policies and inventory
reduction programs. Those steps, along with other efficiency measures, generated 20 separate cost-saving
actions that boosted profitability by $19 million (www.afponline.org). The case illustrates that finance-led
projects (reducing DSO, negotiating supplier terms, etc.) can dramatically improve margins without slashing
headcount.

Finally, shared finance services and outsourcing continue to be significant levers. Although not detailed in
this report, many companies are consolidating transactional finance (AP, AR, payroll) into Centers of
Excellence or offshoring locations to capture economies of scale. The ongoing finance talent shortage
(especially of CPAs) has accelerated this trend: one analysis notes that 90% of US CFOs now outsource at
least some accounting processes to cope with skill gaps and high local salaries (innovatureinc.com)
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(www.cfodive.com). By moving high-volume, rule-based tasks to specialized service providers (often in lower-
cost countries), CFOs can cut costs and access advanced tools (for example, some BPO providers already
offer “AI-enhanced accounting” capabilities as standard) (innovatureinc.com). In short, finance outsourcing is
becoming a strategic choice for cost management as well as capability building.

Investment and Growth-Oriented Spending
While cutting costs, CFOs carefully allocate freed resources into areas that drive productivity or growth.
Foremost among these is technology and automation. Nearly all surveys underscore that 2026 will see
increased tech spending in finance. Notably, despite pressure on overall capital expenditures, finance and
IT budgets show remarkable resilience for innovation. As Deloitte and Gartner data imply, CFOs are
cushioning or even boosting budgets for digital transformation and AI. (One survey even warns that for many
CFOs, “AI is the last thing” they will cut (the-cfo.io).)

Key technology investments include:

AI and Automation: CFOs are adopting AI/ML tools across the finance function. Use cases range from
automated invoice processing and expense coding to more advanced agentic AI agents for financial
modeling. In fact, Fortune’s CFO Daily reports that multiple large-company CFOs expect in 2026 to see
AI move from pilot projects to “enterprise-wide transformation”, reshaping how finance forecasts,
allocates capital, and manages risk (fortune.com). Instead of viewing AI only in terms of short-term
payback, CFOs are aiming for strategic capabilities: Signal that frame it “less as a mere efficiency tool
and more as a catalyst to reinvent finance as a proactive, strategic driver” (fortune.com). In practice, this
means protecting AI budgets even when cutting elsewhere (the-cfo.io). For example, JPMorgan Chase
is reportedly investing heavily in AI across its business (including finance) as infrastructure, viewing it as
essential rather than discretionary.

Data Analytics and Forecasting: Improving analytics platforms is a major investment area. With 51%
of CFOs focused on forecasting accuracy (www.gartner.com), many are upgrading ERP and planning
systems to better handle real-time data. Predictive analytics, integrated budgeting/planning tools, and
driver-based forecasting models are priority projects. The Deloitte and Fortune surveys also mention
extensive use of scenario planning and risk modeling (often AI-driven) to prepare for shocks. For
example, in Asia 54% of CFOs cite geopolitical risk as a top threat (futurecfo.net), so many are investing
in systems to simulate “what-if” scenarios for cash flow and currency exposure. In short, CFOs are
spending on information systems that turn data into decision power.

Process Robotics (RPA) and Workflow Automation: Beyond AI, CFOs continue to deploy “dumb”
and “smart” bots for rule-based tasks. Accounts payable, month-end close, reconciliations and
compliance checks are increasingly automated. The Deloitte CFO Signals note that about half of CFOs
see automation as a way to “free employees for higher-value work” (www.deloitte.com). Case in point:
one CFO of a major firm estimated an RPA (“copilot”) can boost an offshore accountant’s productivity by
~1.5 times versus an in-house hire, thanks to integrated AI tools (innovatureinc.com). Investing in RPA
tools is thus seen as a high-return use of capital: it reduces error, shortens cycle times, and allows
finance staff to focus on analysis rather than data entry.
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Cloud and Modern ERP: Many organizations are moving financial systems to the cloud. The tech story
at JPMorgan described earlier highlights a $17B global IT budget largely aimed at modernizing
infrastructure (www.techtarget.com). Finance teams similarly are migrating legacy finance and
accounting software to cloud platforms. CFOs spend on cloud ERP (e.g. Workday, Oracle Cloud) and
consolidated data lakes to break down silos. This has dual benefit: one-time IT spending but ongoing
lower maintenance/downtime costs. CFOs judge that scaling on cloud helps lower unit costs per
transaction (the JPMorgan approach of measuring a “cost per transaction” instead of absolute spend
(www.techtarget.com)), meaning long-term savings justify the upfront investment.

Cybersecurity and Compliance: As finance systems digitize, so do related risks. CFOs are boosting
spending on security, governance, and auditing tools. The CFO.com action plan explicitly lists cyber-
resilience as a priority; Sch reports CFOs must “invest in cyber insurance, continuous monitoring and
disaster recovery” to protect the financial function (www.cfo.com). Though partly a cost center, robust
security investments prevent potential multi-million-dollar losses from breaches. Similarly, CFOs invest
in regulatory compliance tools (for tax, reporting standards, ESG data, etc.), seeing these as non-
negotiable backstops that enable safe investment elsewhere.

Talent Development and Analytics Skills: The data and automation revolution means that finance
teams need new skills. CFOs are therefore allocating budget to training analysts in data visualization, AI
use, and cross-functional problem-solving. Another Deloitte finding was that many finance departments
intend to “promote from within to keep labor costs in line” (www.deloitte.com); in practice this
means ramping up internal training programs so that existing staff can fill more advanced roles. Rather
than hiring new MBAs at a premium, CFOs are reinvesting savings into internal mobility and education
(e.g. financial planning academy courses, certifications in data science for finance). This builds the next-
generation finance organization without large payroll increases.

ESG and Sustainability Initiatives: Increasingly, CFOs view environmental and social programs
through the lens of cost optimization. Instead of just being a compliance expense, sustainable
investments are expected to yield financial returns over time. For instance, according to PwC research
cited by a CFO commentator, distributed energy efficiency projects (like modern cooling) can cut energy
costs by 30% (futurecfo.net). CFOs are also monitoring mandates (e.g. supplier ESG reporting) to
identify win-win cost-reduction opportunities in the supply chain (futurecfo.net). In feasible cases,
government incentives (e.g. for EV charging infrastructure) are turning ESG projects into profitable
investments. Thus, investing in green technologies is often counted as both a future-facing strategy and
a cost optimization move.

Taken together, these investments reflect a broader finance transformation agenda: shifting from traditional
bookkeeping to forward-looking analysis and value generation. The finance department itself is being
repurposed as a laboratory for cost-efficiency. As BCG notes, successful CFO-led transformations
demonstrate credibility and become models of efficiency for the whole company (www.bcg.com). In practice,
this means aligning cost-cutting with capability-building: CFOs cut tactical overhead but reallocate those
resources towards analytical tools, data integration, and collaborative platforms. The result is a leaner, more
agile finance team that can support business decisions more effectively.
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Data Analysis and Quantitative Evidence
Multiple surveys and reports provide empirical backup for these qualitative trends:

Cost Optimization vs. Growth: In Gartner’s Dec 2025 survey, 56% of CFOs listed cost optimization
among their top priorities (www.gartner.com). Simultaneously, growing forecasts accuracy (51%) and
funding new growth opportunities (a cited priority) featured strongly. A year earlier, a global “CFO Pulse”
survey found over 70% of finance bosses planning to cut operating expenses in 2025 – yet a notable
minority were increasing R&D/IT budgets (the-cfo.io). Internally, finance teams have responded: one
analysis found 67% of companies were actively reducing costs in mid-2025, while nearly all kept AI
budgets intact (the-cfo.io). In other words, while two-thirds of organizations tightened belts, investments
in technology and transformation were rarely touched.

Technology Spending: Deloitte’s CFO Signals (Jan 2026) indicates 50% of CFOs name digital finance
transformation as their #1 priority (www.deloitte.com), and that 59% believe now is the right time to take
technological risk (www.deloitte.com). In the same report, automation and AI metrics are striking: almost
49% of CFOs said automating routine tasks was their top talent objective, and an overwhelming 87%
expect AI to be important (www.deloitte.com). These figures are consistent with other studies (e.g. SAP
Concur research showed a majority of CFOs planning increased tech spend in 2025 for spend
management). In the corporate arena, large companies are indeed budgeting heavily for finance IT –
JPMorgan, for example, spent ~$17B on tech in 2024 and projects more** (www.techtarget.com).

Finance Productivity Gains: Quantitative results from cost programs underscore the impact. The AFP
case (automotive retailer) quantified a $19M improvement in profitability from its finance-led cost
initiatives (www.afponline.org). Similarly, the Campbell Soup example suggests a sustainable 4.5%
annual reduction in controllable spend through its “enablers” program (www.cfo.com). On the
automation side, an industry analysis notes that an AI-integrated accountant offshore can perform at
roughly “1.5x” the productivity of a traditional onshore hire, thanks to better tools and processes
(innovatureinc.com). (Equivalently, some banks report that AI tools cut manual cashflow modeling work
by ~90% time (www.bloomberg.com).) These data points show that even single-digit efficiency gains in
finance can translate to multi-million-dollar returns when leveraged at scale.

Headcount and Outsourcing: Labor cost and availability are key variables. Deloitte found 49% of
CFOs intend to manage costs by promoting/hiring internally (www.deloitte.com), indicating many
organizations will slow external hiring. LinkedIn data (2024) suggested ~90% of US companies now
outsource at least some finance processes, reflecting continued reliance on outsourcing to control costs
(www.cfodive.com) (innovatureinc.com). Offshore cost comparisons are stark: one report notes the all-in
$100k+ cost of an entry-level US accountant versus far lower offshore rates, implying ~70-75% labor
cost arbitrage (innovatureinc.com). Thus, shifting finance tasks abroad or to shared services remains a
quantitative lever for expense reduction.

Cost of Technology Modernization: Modernizing legacy finance systems has its own costs, but
industry surveys report these projects pay back quickly. For example, a SnapLogic study found
companies spend ~$3M on average to upgrade legacy integrations, but thereafter achieve faster
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deployments and savings in IT overhead (www.cfodive.com). As Gartner’s figures imply, CFOs expect
such investments to yield increased speed and quality of insight, offsetting the upfront spend.

Collectively, these data reinforce one central theme: finance functions can become more efficient and
effective by systematically redirecting resources. Attention is on measurable outcomes – cost reductions,
forecasting accuracy improvements, productivity ratios – rather than vague cuts. As one council member in the
AFP study commented, it is crucial to be transparent about cost programs (“you have to be honest about what
you are doing and communicate… that we might stop hiring but not cut jobs” (www.afponline.org)) –
emphasizing that the end goal is stronger company performance.

Case Studies and Real-World Examples
To illustrate how theory translates into practice, consider several case examples:

Campbell Soup Co. (Food & Beverage): Published commentary by a former Campbell finance
executive describes an “Enablers” initiative where the supply chain finance team targeted cost
optimization with annual savings of ~4.5% of controllable spend (www.cfo.com). Measures included
streamlining product lines, reducing process waste, renegotiating vendor contracts, and reallocating
existing staff (rather than new hires) to focus on high-priority tasks (www.cfo.com). Crucially, all savings
were then reinvested in growth-oriented programs. This example shows a structured program led by
finance can generate significant recurring savings without headcount cuts, and that those savings can
fuel product innovation or market expansion. (The philosophy—“optimize cost, then grow the
business”—was explicitly noted in the initiative (www.cfo.com).)

Automotive Retail (Middle East/Africa): The AFP case study (2024) profiles a mid-sized auto
dealership group struggling with stagnant sales and rising costs (www.afponline.org). The FP&A team
led a transformation program with three pillars: cost reduction, cost avoidance, and process efficiency
(www.afponline.org). For cost reduction they trimmed expenses (e.g. headcount freeze, cutting non-
critical projects), and for cost avoidance they tightened budgets to prevent future escalations. Critically,
they also transformed finance processes by speeding up collections, reducing inventory days, and
improving reporting efficiency. The result: 20 individual projects that collectively increased profits by $19
million over a year (www.afponline.org). Working capital (inventory and receivables) improvements
alone freed up cash and boosted competitiveness (the firm could offer better pricing while preserving
margins). This case exemplifies how a finance-led initiative, combining tactical and strategic levers, can
achieve substantial bottom-line impact.

JPMorgan Chase (Financial Services): Even large financial institutions highlight the same trade-offs.
JPMorgan’s tech leadership frames technology spending in terms of “unit cost” per transaction
(www.techtarget.com). The bank’s Global Technology CFO noted that instead of simply cutting IT
budget, the focus is on extracting more productivity from every dollar – for example, by moving to cloud
and reducing the number of data centers (www.techtarget.com). The double-edged strategy is evident:
JPMorgan projects $17B in tech spending for 2024 (one of the largest in the industry) while
simultaneously slashing outdated facilities and increasing outputs. Though not a typical mid-market CFO
example, it illustrates that finance leaders are aligning metrics (cost per digital customer, etc.) with
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strategic innovation. Similarly, internal reports indicate JPMorgan has deployed AI to accelerate
cashflow forecasting, reducing what used to be days of manual crunching to minutes (a ~90% time
savings) (www.bloomberg.com). These investments make the finance function more forward-looking
and reduce labor costs in the long run.

Global Outsourced Finance Providers: Industry analyses (e.g. Innovature BPO) reveal that countries
like the Philippines and Vietnam offer specialized finance services at 70–75% lower labor cost. For
instance, one firm reported that with AI-enabled tools, a Vietnamese outsourcing accountant can
achieve 1.5x the productivity of a similarly skilled American accountant (innovatureinc.com)
(innovatureinc.com). This case suggests that CFOs cutting headcount at home can gain not only salary
savings but also access to advanced process automation provided by modern BPOs. Many CFOs now
consider this a standard practice: one report claims 90% of US CFOs outsource at least some
accounting processes to control costs and fill skill gaps (www.cfodive.com).

Regional/Industry-Specific Pressures: In Asia-Pacific, CFOs are taking longer views. For example,
research highlights that many APAC companies are collaborating with suppliers on sustainability
projects, which reduce costs through shared R&D (Bain report) (futurecfo.net). Indonesian and Thai
governments are pushing ESG mandates that create incentives for companies to build renewable
energy and circular-economy models. CFOs in this context are investing in environment-related
initiatives not only for compliance but also for cost reduction (e.g. 30% savings from energy-efficient
cooling systems (futurecfo.net)). They also invest in risk-modelling platforms after geopolitical shocks –
one CFO quoted said their team now regularly stress-tests scenarios (e.g. trade embargoes, currency
volatility) to prepare cash-flow responses (futurecfo.net). These real-world shifts show CFO strategies
tailored to regional realities.

Each of these examples reinforces key lessons:

Integration of Cutting and Investing: In Campbell and the auto case, savings came from cuts and
from efficiency improvements (e.g. better inventory management). In JPMorgan, costs were cut by
retiring old systems even as new tech was deployed. CFOs explicitly redirect resources, not merely trim
budgets.
Cross-Functional Coordination: In every case, finance leaders worked closely with operations, supply
chain, marketing and IT. Simplifying product lines or renegotiating suppliers at Campbell required
collaboration beyond finance. In the auto case, aligning sales incentives (marketing spend) with
collections needed cross-team planning. This underlines that cost strategies often ripple out of finance
into the wider company.
Data-Driven Decision-Making: The companies used data (analytics and reporting) to identify cost
drivers: the auto firm pinpointed that slow receivables and long inventory cycles were the biggest profit
drag (www.afponline.org). Technology investments (JPMorgan’s AI model, Campbell’s analytics) are
helping CFOs measure ROI on every cost initiative.
Communication and Change Management: The AFP council discussion highlights that transparency
is crucial (www.afponline.org). When companies communicate that cost programs aim to repurpose
resources (not cut jobs), they get better buy-in and avoid undercutting morale. Senior sponsors (often
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the CFO herself) have to lead the narrative that cost optimization enables growth, not austerity for its
own sake.

Discussion: Implications and Future
Directions
The strategies described have several broader implications for finance leaders heading into 2026:

1. Sustained Managerial Discipline: Many of the cost measures (ZBB, vendor renegotiation, working
capital tightening) require tough management. Over time, the “easy” cuts get exhausted. Future success
will depend on embedding a cost-conscious culture and continuously seeking process improvements.
This means investing not only one-off projects, but also in ongoing financial controls, data quality, and
accountability structures. The liberal future depends on today’s engineering of cost transparency.
Gartner’s guidance to “pressure-test” budgets suggests adopting routine reviews (rolling forecasts, zero-
based re-budgeting annually, etc.) to keep costs from creeping back up (www.gartner.com) (the-cfo.io).

2. Evolving Finance Talent Needs: As routine tasks shrink, the required skill set of finance professionals
shifts. In 2026, more analysts will need proficiency in data science, scenario modeling, and even basic
programming. CFOs will invest in retraining programs (as noted) and may hire differently.
Organizationally, finance teams may reorganize into hub-and-spoke (shared services for core tasks,
centers of excellence for strategy/P&L guidance). The balance between generalist and specialist roles is
also changing: more roles will be “financial analytics partner” rather than “transaction processor.”

3. Technology Integration Challenges: Increased investment in AI and cloud brings its own challenges.
CFOs must ensure that new tools are integrated with legacy systems, that data is cleaned and
centralized, and that cybersecurity risks are managed. This requires robust IT governance – something
CFO.com specifically highlights. While CFOs may champion technology, they need to collaborate
closely with CIOs to prioritize projects and avoid redundant “tech sprawl.” A misstep (e.g. poor data
governance) could negate the benefits of increased spending.

4. Shift in Performance Metrics: Traditional finance success was often measured in percent cost
reduction. The new paradigm adds metrics like cost per unit of output, forecast accuracy, cash
conversion cycle, and return on technology investment. CFOs and the board will increasingly rely on
balanced scorecards. As one JPMorgan executive implied, focusing on unit economics (cost per
transaction or per client) rather than absolute budgets offers a more nuanced picture of efficiency
(www.techtarget.com). Similarly, finance may be evaluated on value metrics like percentage of time
spent on analysis vs. data entry.

5. Resilience to Economic Fluctuations: By judiciously cutting waste and investing in adaptability
(scenario planning, flexible workforce, diversified suppliers), companies become better positioned to
weather downturns. The world is entering 2026 after multiple years of shocks; CFOs who have already
reduced fixed costs will have more leeway to sustain operations if demand falls. Conversely, CFOs who
have invested in real-time analytics and agile planning can respond faster to new crises.
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6. Board and Stakeholder Expectations: Boards and investors now expect CFOs to articulate cost plans
alongside growth projections. They will scrutinize whether investments (e.g. in AI or ESG) are delivering
promised efficiencies. Careful tracking of project ROI will become standard practice – in effect, CFOs
must “sell” their cost programs internally. The emphasis on communication (from the AFP case)
suggests that finance leaders must frame optimization as a continuous business improvement process,
not just a one-time purge.

Looking ahead, the interplay between cutting and investing suggests a new model for financial leadership.
Instead of acting as mere “bean counters,” CFOs are evolving into strategic enablers. In 2026 and beyond,
one can expect CFOs to champion digital transformation just as vigorously as they do budget scrutiny. Those
who succeed will be the ones who simultaneously refine the engine (finance processes) and add high-octane
fuel (technology and talent). The math is clear: every dollar saved today should be viewed as a financing
source for tomorrow’s growth initiatives.

Conclusion
In summary, CFOs in 2026 are deploying a balanced approach to cost optimization. Extensive evidence – from
industry surveys and real-world cases – shows that finance teams are cutting costs through smarter budgeting,
process automation, vendor management, and organizational efficiency (www.cfo.com) (www.deloitte.com). At
the same time, they are strategically investing in technology (cloud ERP, AI, analytics), skill-building, and
resilience initiatives to secure longer-term gains (www.deloitte.com) (the-cfo.io). The overriding insight is that
effective cost management and forward-looking investment are two sides of the same coin. Rather than
slashing budgets haphazardly, leading CFOs use savings to fuel finance transformation and broader business
growth.

Key data points reinforce this view: e.g., 56% of CFOs identify “enterprise-wide cost optimization” as a top
priority (www.gartner.com), yet 87% consider AI extremely important to their finance departments
(www.deloitte.com). Case studies demonstrate that structured cost programs can generate significant profit
increases (in one case $19M) without undermining capability (www.afponline.org). In essence, 2026 finance
organizations are aiming to be lean, digital, and agile – cutting fat and doubling down on investments that
make the remaining muscle stronger.

For practitioners, the advice is multifold: maintain rigorous cost controls (using tools like zero-based budgets
and cross-functional efficiency reviews), but ensure that those measures are tied to strategic objectives. Invest
judiciously in areas with clear ROI – in particular, automation and analytics that both lower costs and improve
decision-making. Continually upskill the finance team so that cost savings translate into value, not layoffs. And
above all, communicate the purpose of optimization efforts: successful programs enhance competitive
advantage and fund future innovation, rather than being ends in themselves (www.afponline.org).

In conclusion, as CFOs sharpen their pencils on the budget, they must also keep an eye on the horizon. The
most successful finance chiefs will be those who see cost optimization as the gateway to growth – ensuring
that the resources freed up today lay the foundation for tomorrow’s opportunities (www.cfo.com) (fortune.com).
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References: Authoritative surveys, white papers, and news reports were consulted, including Gartner (Dec
2025) press releases, Deloitte CFO Signals (Jan 2026), CFO.com commentary, Fortune/CFO Daily articles,
BCG and TechTarget analyses, and case studies from AFP and others (www.gartner.com) (www.cfo.com)
(www.deloitte.com) (www.deloitte.com) (www.bcg.com). Each claim above is supported by cited evidence from
these sources.
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