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CFO Guide: How To Excel 
Within a PE-Owned Company



To ensure their investments are sound, many private equity fi rms often ask enterprises to change the 
way they do business, including requiring them to operate at a faster pace than they had previously. 

While most public companies report quarterly and present their progress to their boards, sharehold-
ers, and other stakeholders four times a year, PE-owned companies meet with executives more than 
once per quarter. And typically PE-owned fi rms have to present executives with detailed fi nancial 
information every month. And that task usually falls to the chief fi nancial offi  cer (CFO).

While the chief executive offi  cer (CEO) is the portfolio company’s main operating partner, the CFO is 
key to helping the executives and the board understand whether their investment is sound and if the 
fi rm is growing at a productive pace.

Although many experienced CFOs may relish the opportunity to head up the fi nance function of 
PE-owned fi rms and help transform the business, they may not be aware of the potential challenges 
they’ll face. That’s because they need more than just the skills and knowledge that have enabled 
them to be successful as the CFO of more traditional organizations.

To be eff ective and thrive at PE fi rms where they are under intense investor scrutiny and required 
to show results more quickly, CFOs will have to “get up to speed quickly on the economics at play, 
identify the talent gaps on their teams, establish a reliable fact base for making critical decisions, and 
actively lead the transformation charge,” according to consulting fi rm McKinsey & Co.
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The Many Hats of the CFO
Even though the main responsibility of these PE CFOs is to oversee the fi nances of their new 
fi rms, they must also be strategists, effi  cient communicators, and change catalysts.

Strategists: Data Feeds Vision
Today, it’s not enough for CFOs at PE-owned companies merely to manage their budgets. 
Rather, it is increasingly critical for these CFOs to be strategists, helping to shape the overall 
direction of the business. 

One of the most important traits of a successful CFO is the ability to glean what creates val-
ue versus what creates costs at the portfolio company. For investors, data and technology 
are at the crux of their communications with their portfolio companies.

McKinsey points out that some of these CFOs spend nearly half their time working toward this 
knowledge while navigating the muddy waters of disparate IT systems, isolated business units, 
and lack of access to critical data. 

Data is really at the core of the CFOs’ needs and challenges as data must be readily avail-
able so they can analyze, track, and capitalize on opportunities to create value for their 
organizations. Without accessible data, CFOs are in trouble. 

However, PE fi nance chiefs must realize that the information about what creates value and 
costs at their fi rms won’t be all that obvious nor will past reports help them understand how 
the business operates. Consequently, PE CFOs must have strong analytical skills and be com-
fortable using technology so they can more easily gather current data and turn it into in-
sights that can help them make strategic decisions about the business.

But although technology is key to this process, CFOs must fi rst develop a clearly defi ned data 
architecture for fi nance as this is critical to growth. CFOs of portfolio companies must look 
beyond the numbers to understand the value of the internal and external data they’re gath-
ering, as well as how the data helps in decision-making.

Data-driven CFOs of PE-owned companies must also be ready to share these fi nancial in-
sights with key stakeholders, including their boards, private equity investors, other key stake-
holders, as well as vendors and customers.
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Efficient: Effective Finance Requires a Sense of Urgency
Private equity firms usually stay involved with the companies they acquire for about three 
to five years, which means their CFOs don’t have much time to fully understand the industry 
and begin to make changes.

Still, PE firms want their CFOs to move with a greater sense of urgency and purpose and not 
waste time on inconsequential matters. And they expect their CFOs to put more focus on 
bottom-line results and be willing to work at a faster pace than their counterparts at non-PE-
owned firms. 

Private equity CFOs need to understand how fast-paced the work is at portfolio compa-
nies. From the outset, they must do everything from filling talent gaps and managing em-
ployees to implementing strategic business plans and deploying new technology efficiently 
and effectively. PE CFOs just don’t have time – not even a few months – to settle into their 
new roles. They have to jump right in with both feet or their companies won’t grow quickly 
enough. 

Because CFOs must constantly drive the business forward, they need to be highly motivated, 
approach their jobs with a sense of urgency, and be prepared to hit the ground running.

Communicators: Confident Ability To Translate Complex Issues 
for a Variety of Audiences
Private equity CFOs must be able to effectively communicate accurate information, 
thoughts, and ideas to their firms’ executives, boards, investors, and other stakeholders fre-
quently – sometimes even weekly. Since PE firms operate at such fast speeds, their CEOs 
need to make good decisions as quickly as possible and to do that they need insights from 
their finance teams and other teams across the business.

To gain the insights they need to help their firms thrive, CFOs must establish great lines of 
communication and collaborate with the other business functions. CFOs skilled in logical and 
abstract thinking can be extremely effective at informing leaders about the future of their 
firms.

Additionally, a private equity CFO and the firm’s CEO must work together to deliver reliable 
financial reporting and data analytics. It’s quite common for CFOs and CEOs to miscom-
municate or deliver inconsistent information to their investors, which does nothing to inspire 
confidence.

CFOs must also adapt their style of communication to the communication styles of the lead-
ers and boards of private equity companies. CFOs must communicate more actively and 
focus their conversations on what’s important to their portfolio companies. CFOs who don’t 
focus on the needs of the board and the executives and don’t communicate proactively 
with them about those needs will almost surely fail.



4

A Change Catalyst: Driving Meaningful Change 
With Insights and Analytics
When necessary, a CFO should act as the catalyst to drive change in the fi nance function 
or the enterprise. Their infl uence should be rooted in their ability to provide insight and analy-
sis to support the C-suite and the board. CFOs can steer business improvement initiatives for 
cost reduction, procurement, and other value-adding innovations.

As a catalyst for change within the fi rm, the PE-backed CFO must embrace and advocate 
for innovation and as a result, will move from the role of accountant to strategist, a deci-
sion-maker that can help the company operate more effi  ciently. This role is more aligned 
with the vision of the business owner and one that can help other parts of the organization 
perform better.

Private equity CFOs need to help their organizations develop and grow in new and diff erent 
ways. And to be successful, the private equity CFO must advance major change manage-
ment programs as well as challenge existing ideas, and enable continuous improvement.
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What CFOs Need To Succeed
Leading a portfolio company is likely a very attractive proposition for experienced CFOs. 
However, CFOs not accustomed to this new world of private equity ownership will soon real-
ize that working for private equity companies is very diff erent from working for publicly trad-
ed organizations. And not understanding the demands of the position is one of the reasons 
many CFOs fail in their roles at PE-owned companies.

CFOs at private equity fi rms face a number of challenges, including:
 Driving profi table business decisions with limited insights.
 Dispersed organizational data.
 Non-standardized reporting processes.
 Lack of decision-ready insights that organizations need to grow.
 Misaligned strategic, operational, and fi nancial planning processes.

To succeed, private equity CFOs need:
 Shared buy-in with executives around the performance drivers that budgets and 
 forecasts track.
 Centralized, tightly-governed data sources. 
 Mature reporting processes that incorporate a variety of data, build a narrative 
 around it, and ultimately generate actionable insights.
 Ability to deliver high-quality decision-making support, accurate forecasts, and 
 actionable insights in a decentralized organizational structure and typically with 
 limited resources.
 Integrated and aligned operational, fi nancial, and strategic planning processes.

 Driving profi table business decisions with limited insights.
 Dispersed organizational data.
 Non-standardized reporting processes.
 Lack of decision-ready insights that organizations need to grow.
 Misaligned strategic, operational, and fi nancial planning processes.

 Shared buy-in with executives around the performance drivers that budgets and 

 Centralized, tightly-governed data sources. 
 Mature reporting processes that incorporate a variety of data, build a narrative 

 Ability to deliver high-quality decision-making support, accurate forecasts, and 

 Integrated and aligned operational, fi nancial, and strategic planning processes.
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Technology That Bridges the Divide
Implementing the right technology can help portfolio fi rms increase their operational capac-
ity without large investments in IT architectures or long, complex integrations.

With intelligent automation and analytics, PE CFOs and their fi nancial planning and analy-
sis (FP&A) teams can modernize and streamline their fi nance operations, reduce costs, and 
boost the value of their fi rms. Using intelligent automation and analytics, PE CFOs also have 
visibility into their transactions, providing insights to help them and the C-suite make informed 
decisions for the business.

PE companies are interested in these technologies because they support planned fi nance 
transformation initiatives that can produce results faster and may lead to more profi table 
exits. Intelligent automation and analytics can help PE organizations implement strategies to 
operate more effi  ciently and remain competitive. 

Intelligent automation and analytics can help portfolio fi rms:
 Reduce transactional processing time.
 Reduce the issues caused by human error.
 Decrease the potential for fraud (internal and external). 
 Boost C-suite decision-making.
 Deliver 24/7 performance, e.g., weekend and overnight processing.
 Enhance worker productivity by automating repetitive manual tasks. This allows 
 employees to perform more meaningful activities, e.g., analyzing the business and
 providing insights based on the results of those analyses.

Using such digital technologies as FP&A software, PE-owned companies can enhance their 
fi nancial processes, operate more effi  ciently, and grow and thrive.

Cloud-based FP&A tools bring together all data sources, simplify fi nancial reporting, forecast-
ing, planning and analysis, and give PE CFOs valuable insight into the business.

FP&A software that’s scalable will grow with the business, allowing PE CFOs to get complete 
pictures of the business, detect anomalies, and draw insights from the data in real time so 
they can make the best business decisions and increase the profi tability of their fi rms.

Ideally, the PE CFO should leverage a turnkey FP&A solution that simplifi es and enhances 
the ability to garner insights from data. This is the most useful path forward for CFOs to deliver 
quick, high-value wins while also building a longer-term strategy for the business. 

This type of solution will empower the CFO to hold the CEO and other business leaders to ac-
count while also owning some transformation initiatives that drive the change PE fi rms want 
to see. 

 Reduce transactional processing time.
 Reduce the issues caused by human error.
 Decrease the potential for fraud (internal and external). 
 Boost C-suite decision-making.
 Deliver 24/7 performance, e.g., weekend and overnight processing.
 Enhance worker productivity by automating repetitive manual tasks. This allows 
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Most CFOs have the know-how to grow into their evolving roles; however, many don’t have 
the time. The problem, especially in private equity, is that many CFOs are struggling just to 
keep up with their current workloads. Instead of launching new value-building initiatives, 
their time is being spent on all the “busy work” that goes into their reporting, forecasting, and 
analysis.

EBM Software’s Catalyst makes reporting, planning, forecasting, and analysis faster and eas-
ier than ever before – a must for private equity CFOs. Catalyst reduces planning cycle times 
by eliminating low-value busywork, such as consolidating multiple spreadsheets, maintaining 
version control, and tying out data. Catalyst enables PE CFOs and their teams to plan in the 
cloud using a single source of truth.

Catalyst is a complete digital FP&A suite that modernizes finance departments with insights 
tools that exponentially increase efficiency. Catalyst enables sophisticated, PE-friendly dy-
namic reporting out of the box. Our clients frequently see reductions of 60%-80% in the time 
spent on monthly reporting tasks, which is typically reallocated to performing high-value 
work, such as analytics and turning insights into action that drives profitability.

The power of Catalyst’s planning tools lies in their speed and flexibility. Catalyst lets private 
equity CFOs plan the way they want to plan, whether it’s top-down, bottom-up, or zero-base 
– they can work at any level or use any framework to get the results they need.

No more tie-outs. No more pulling reports from disparate systems and then attempting to tie 
them in a neat bow in Excel. Catalyst brings it all into one view that is tied back to the orga-
nization’s most granular levels of data. CFOs can select from pre-built reporting packages or 
easily build their own with our Report Builder tool.
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Catalyst’s speed to value represents the solution to the time crunch modern private equity 
CFOs face. It’s so easy to tie in that it makes whatever software their companies are using al-
most irrelevant. PE CFOs can use Catalyst for any accounting or ERP system. They don’t have 
to master new pieces of software in their new roles – they can skip right to impactful action.

Catalyst gives private equity CFOs a single aggregate view of the entire business and a 
deeper understanding of it while greatly improving their planning and forecasting processes. 
CFOs can analyze and create reporting for any data source from their fi nancials to big data. 
Since there’s a shelf life to information, the longer it takes to glean the necessary insights from 
that data, the less value it has. Catalyst allows PE CFOs to ask more time-relevant questions 
and make more time-relevant changes to reduce costs and increase revenue.

Catalyst brings all of an organization’s data into one clear view: a simple, app-like interface 
that serves as a single source of truth and democratizes data for the business. With Catalyst, 
private equity CFOs fi nally get a complete view of the business as well as clarity for the path 
forward. Reporting, planning, budgeting, and forecasting have never been this simple. 

Catalyst is a complete FP&A solution designed to deliver insights with unprecedented speed.

It off ers:
 A cloud-based single source of truth
 The ability to slice, dice, and drill into unlimited amounts of data
 Industry-leading dynamic reporting tools
 Integrated budgeting, planning, and forecasting
 Game-changing profi tability analysis tools
 Unlimited user licenses
 The ability to unite multiple ERPs/data sources in one view The ability to unite multiple ERPs/data sources in one view

 A cloud-based single source of truth
 The ability to slice, dice, and drill into unlimited amounts of data
 Industry-leading dynamic reporting tools
 Integrated budgeting, planning, and forecasting
 Game-changing profi tability analysis tools
 Unlimited user licenses
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Conclusion
Today, PE CFOs are faced with extraordinary time and performance pressures to deliver 
results as quickly as possible. In addition, to be successful private equity CFOs must oper-
ate strategically at a high level and have the ability to roll up their sleeves and dive into the 
weeds. 

Increasingly, private equity executives are asking their CFOs to wear multiple hats. In fact, 
many of them are also responsible for functions outside the finance function, such as infor-
mation technology, human resources, and operations.

Because PE CFOs often serve as the key points of contact with investors, they must adapt to 
business scenarios and act as the ambassadors to their boards and investors – skills not easily 
developed outside the world of private equity.

To be successful, private equity CFOs must be trustworthy, articulate strategic partners who 
are as comfortable communicating with the C-suite and the board as they are working with 
statistics. CFOs who focus on the strategic implications of finance become trusted advisors to 
the executives as well as the private equity investors. 

The private equity CFO must focus on building relationships and building bridges with the 
C-suite and the investors. Being accurate, responsive, and transparent with these key stake-
holders throughout the process will put the CFO in the strongest position to deliver value for 
the private equity business.



Let us prove it to you.
Sound too good to be true? Don’t worry — we’re more than happy to prove it to you. Ask for a proof-of-

concept with your own data (or with sample data — your choice), and we’ll show you how quickly Catalyst 
can be adding value to your organization and paying for itself with the insights it provides.

Email us at info@ebmsoftware.com

About Catalyst
Unlock your data. 

Unleash your performance.

Catalyst Features

Budgeting, Planning
& Forecasting

Plan from the top down
or bottom up. Cut cycle 

times in half with easy-to-use 
software that enables fast, 

accurate tie-outs.

Data Cubes
& Analysis

Slice, dice & drill into your 
fi nancial, profi tability & other 
data to approach problems

from multiple angles.

Data Warehouse
& Data Lake

Access insights from all
of your structured and

unstructured data sources 
from one easy-to-use tool.

Dashboards
& Visualizations

Instantly spot key risks and 
opportunities by pairing real 

time cloud analysis with
Power BI Visualizations.

One-Click
Reporting

Easily automate fi nancial 
and operational reports for 

up-to-the-minute insights with 
1+1+1=3 accuracy.

User
Managed

Give IT a break and enable 
business users to manage 

hierarchies, scenarios, users, 
and security with a no-

hassle approach. 

Implementation Made Easy
FASTR™ - Catalyst is a cloud-based solution that easily plugs into your existing systems for near-out-of-
the-box usability. Catalyst is 90% ready from the word “go”, and our industry-leading, 4-week FASTR 
implementation process gets you across the fi nish line for the last 10%. We support organization-specifi c 
customizations and fully train your team so you can be up-and-running at full speed — across your entire 
company — in under a month.

Incredible  Results Using Catalyst®



EBM Software is a data product company that specializes in next-gen business analytics tools. We empower
M&A professionals, fi nance departments, and entire organizations with fast, accurate, reliable insights.

All companies struggle to make sense of data from disparate data sources. Great organizations tap into tools
that enable them to pull valuable insights from all data sources. Our founders built EBM Software to help companies

like yours access game-changing insights fast, no matter how complex the data set. Not only does our suite of software 
let you tap into the power of data, but it makes data easy to manage, interpret, and scale — so you can stay on the 

leading edge. 

OUR PRODUCTS
Our business analytics tools make insights accessible to anyone and eliminate the costly mistakes resulting from
guesswork and human process and management errors.

Our Tech-Enabled M&A software, Diligent®, provides unprecedented speed and
certainty in the M&A processes private equity fi rms and investment banks engage in 
every day. Our software streamlines time-consuming diligence tasks to win faster and 
abort bad deals before the process costs you millions you won’t get back. 

Diligent is a cradle-to-grave solution for better managing private equity processes
that drive value creation. Diligent® allows users to seamlessly evaluate, oversee,
and aggregate an unlimited number of companies. It’s Better Diligence FASTR™.

Designed for middle-market companies, Catalyst® is a complete cloud-based FP&A 
and reporting software tool. It links to all of your business’s data sources and brings
them into one place for eff ortless reporting and once-impossible analysis. 

Problems that are too large and complex for Excel, such as SKU and customer
profi tability analysis and point-of-sale analysis, are accomplished in clicks.

SOME OF OUR CLIENTS
EBM Software fuels better business decisions through deeper data and faster insights. Our solutions empower businesses 
of multiple sizes, complexities, and industries to uncover new opportunities and replace potentially costly assumptions 

with hard facts. 

DO YOU WANT TO JOIN
THIS SELECTED GROUP?
CONTACT US

info@ebmsoftware.com
7900 Xerxes Ave South Floor 21
Minneapolis, MN 55431


