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With the continuous development 
and adoption of new technologies 
and trends – such as cloud 

computing, robotics, blockchain and Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) – and the availability of 
vast amounts of data, people’s roles in the 
finance function are undeniably changing. 
Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
served as a wake-up call for many finance 
leaders to start investing in the digitalisation 
of their department. Indeed, today’s finance 
leaders have the opportunity to act as a 
catalyst for reshaping the business strategy 
and deploying technologies such as AI to 
digitally revolutionise the finance function 
and enhance their value creation and value 
protection role. 

The digital journey, however, encompasses 
more than the mere adoption of several 
technologies: it involves many challenges 
that go beyond the obvious technical 
aspects, such as organizational and cultural 
difficulties. As the finance function must not 
lag behind in the digital era, a crucial task 
awaits finance leaders: they must reinvent 
themselves and their department in order 
to successfully embark on this digitalisation 
journey. 

We believe our synthesis of how to formulate 
a digital transformation strategy, along 
with the 9 must-have characteristics of a 
true digital finance leader, can equip these 
leaders to successfully tackle the upcoming 
challenges of digitalisation! 

“ Digital Transformation starts 
at the top. Leaders have to be 
digitally literate.” 
Belinda Thompson - Global Head of IT,  
BDO International

Vlerick Business School’s Centre for Financial 
Leadership and Digital Transformation has 
the ambition to reach out to all finance 
leaders to help them embark on a successful 
digital transformation journey and become 
true digital finance leaders. In our first 
workshop, the Centre for Financial Leadership 
& Digital Transformation tackled the question: 
‘What should the finance leader of the future 
look like?’ The insights of that workshop were 
gathered and analysed and resulted in this 
white paper. A must-have for each finance 
leader whose aim is to inspire, support, and 
empower his/her department to embrace the 
digitalisation of the finance function.

INTRODUCTION

Kristof Stouthuysen
Professor & Director Centre 
for Financial Leadership and 
Digital Transformation

Thomas Decorte
Doctoral Researcher

Carl-Erik Heyvaert
Doctoral Researcher



THE DNA OF A DIGITAL FINANCE LEADER   | 5

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
We would like to thank the following experts, partners and members of our research centre for 
sharing their experience and insights with us in creating this white paper:

EXPERTS

• Prof. Dr. Arne Buchwald – Professor Digital Transformation & Information Systems,  
Vlerick Business School

• Dr. Byron Flores – Global Head of Digital Finance, Data & Tools, Novartis 
• Frank Fripon – General Manager Life & Health, KBC 
• Prof. Dr. Filip Roodhooft – Professor Management Accounting, Vlerick Business School &  

KU Leuven
• Prof. Dr. Kristof Stouthuysen – Director of the Centre – Professor Management Accounting, 

Vlerick Business School & KU Leuven
• Belinda Thompson – Global Head of IT, BDO International
• Alexander Veithen – Head of Financial Advisory, BDO Belgium

PARTNERS

MEMBERS

CHAIR PARTNER



6 |   THE DNA OF A DIGITAL FINANCE LEADER

FORMULATE AND EXECUTE  
A DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION 
STRATEGY

A key first step in the finance function’s transformative journey is the development 
of a digital strategy, which is concerned with matching a finance department’s 
resources and capabilities to the opportunities that arise in the environment. This 
involves scanning the technological landscape and being aware of the changing 
stakeholder needs.

Capabilities 
& Culture

Technological 
Landscape

External  
& Internal 

Stakeholders

• Risk management
• Safeguarding assets

• Corporate finance
• Performance management
• Strategic decision-making

• Accounts payable
• Accounts receivable
• General accounting and reporting

Va
lu

e 
Protection

Transactions & Reporting

Value C
reation

Finance  
Function
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In terms of the technological landscape, the 
emergence of cloud computing, IoT, AI and 
machine learning models, computer vision, 
blockchain, robotics, quantum computing, 
and, recently, 5G cellular communication 
makes a finance leader wonder: How can I 
use these digital technologies to improve 
our performance? And how can these 
technologies support my strategic priorities 
in both value creation and value protection? 
Such a mindset constitutes the focal starting 
point of a digital strategy. Understanding 
these technologies allows finance leaders 
to examine how these technologies could 
impact and reshape the finance function.

Finance leaders face both internal and 
external customer stakeholders. First, there 
is increasing demand for ‘real-time’ reporting 
among both internal business partners and 
external stakeholders such as investors. While 
there are various definitions of the term ‘real-
time’, we define it as disseminating company 
information in a continuous manner, rather 
than at set time intervals. More than ever 
before, the finance leader’s role is to provide 
‘real-time’ support and analysis, to be a 
trusted advisor, and to add value that will 
improve decision-making. 

A second change is that stakeholders, in 
addition to having an interest in financial 
returns and levels of profit, also progressively 
care more about how these profit levels are 
generated and how companies contribute to 
society. In that context, an increasing number 
of businesses track and manage their social 
and environmental value added (in addition 
to their economic performance). In particular, 
the 3Ps (people, planet, profit) framework 
has gained substantial popularity. This triple 
bottom-line framework refers to the positive 
and negative impacts an organization has on 
its most important stakeholders. 

In terms of matching these changes with 
the existing capabilities and culture of the 
finance office, finance leaders need to ask 
themselves the following questions: 
• Do we have the right infrastructure and 

data analytics capabilities to support a 
successful digital transformation? 

• What are the new skills we need, and which 
training programmes should we invest in?  

• Have we been able to create the right 
culture and mindset that allow for a 
smooth adoption of new technologies in 
order to become more digital in the safest 
way possible?

More than ever before, finance leaders also 
need to understand how new technologies 
will change the finance department’s day-
to-day activities. For this discussion, we 
consider the 3 main responsibilities of the 
finance office: (1) recording the financial 
transactions of a business, (2) protecting 
value and managing risks, and (3) creating 
value. In Table 1 (see page 9-10), we present 
a non-exhaustive list of how technologies 
change some of the finance activities.

1. In terms of recording and reporting of 
transactional activities, technologies 
such as robotics process automation 
(RPA) can help automate transactions 
that are highly repetitive and prone to 
standardization. Examples include the 
management of accounts receivable 
through automatic invoicing, follow-ups, 
customer credit monitoring, checking 
invoices with purchase orders, and many 
more. In a next step, firms could enhance 
their RPA activities with AI applications 
(Intelligent Process Automation) so that 
the softbot can learn based on mistakes 
and experience.  

 
2. Between the fast-paced change due to 

digital innovations and the expanding 
regulatory environment, the types and 
number of business risks – ranging from 
financial to operational to macro-economic 
– that can impact a company’s strategy 
have increased dramatically over the past 
decade. The role of the finance leader and 
CFO is to help ensure that an enterprise’s 
risks are identified, assessed, managed, 
and integrated into the corporate strategy. 
Digitalisation offers the opportunity to 
augment current value protection and risk 

“Leveraging the digital maturity of finance 
leaders is contributing to the value 
creation of companies and, as such, 
making them understand the importance 
of their role in the transformation of both 
the finance function and the company.” 
Frank Fripon – General Manager Life & Health, KBC
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management activities, such as leveraging 
AI to predict expense, tax or reporting 
fraud, or leveraging computer vision to 
analyse satellite images. Take into account 
that the increased levels of digitalisation 
also entail their own risks. As more 
companies join the digital ecosystem, the 
number of potential areas or entry points 
for cyber-attacks and abuse of sensitive 
data increases correspondingly. Digital 
finance leaders need to work closely with 
the CIO and the cyber security team to 
identify those risks in time and to assess 
how to deal with them.

3. New technologies, such as AI and machine 
learning, can be true game changers in 
strategic performance management as a 
way finance leaders can create value for 
the firm. Armed with analytics, finance 

leaders can now exercise faster and 
more centralized control of operational 
business decision-making, answering 
questions such as: ‘What price point 
should be used for this customer on this 
day?’ or ‘What inventory products should 
be pulled forward or out of the supply 
chain?’ True digital finance leaders are thus 
able to bridge the gap between strategic 
and operational decision-making with 
the power of analytics. As such, digital 
finance leaders play a leading role, not 
only in digitally transforming the finance 
office, but in their company’s digital 
transformation as a whole, since they 
have the best visibility on many critical 
data flows — not just finance information, 
but sales, supply chain, marketing and 
business performance as well.
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DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES & TRENDS THAT 
WILL CHANGE THE FINANCE FUNCTION 

Robotics Process 
Automation (RPA)
The use of robotic process 
automation software to 
automate either single tasks 
or entire processes that are 
repetitive in nature.

Data visualisation
The representation of 
information in the form of a 
chart, diagram, picture, etc. 
Preferably in the form of intuitive 
and user-friendly real-time 
reporting.

Machine Learning (as 
an application of AI)
The capability of a machine to 
detect patterns in huge amounts 
of data.

Advantage: 
• Greater productivity by 

performing repetitive tasks at 
high speed.

• Frees up time for employees 
to focus on other tasks such as 
supervision and interpretation. 

• Performs tasks in parallel.
• No human error involved.

Disadvantage: 
• Still need an expert to correct 

and guide the robot.
• Fear of job loss among 

employees following the 
adoption of RPA. 

Advantage: 
• Profound analysis of the 

underlying data and a better 
understanding of the patterns 
behind it.

• Large communicative value: 
visuals are easily shared 
among individuals to impart or 
explain a concept. 

Disadvantage: 
• Need to truly understand what 

is being visualised. A common 
difficulty is the difference 
between correlation and 
causation.

• Can be easily manipulated for 
someone’s benefit. 

Advantage: 
• The ability to deal with high-

dimensional, high-volume, high 
variety data sets.

• Improves human decision-
making by detecting and 
leveraging previously unseen 
patterns in data.

• Existence of open source 
software.

• Existence of efficient 
technology

Disadvantage: 
• Requires programming and 

statistical knowledge.
• Performance of the model 

depends on the quality of the 
data.

• Interpretability and 
development cost of more 
advanced machine learning 
models

Example: RPA can be applied to 
accounts payable and receivable, 
or it can even automate travel 
and expense processing in order 
to reduce cost and free up time 
for value creation & protection.

Example: Finance leaders 
utilize Key Performance 
Indicators (KPIs) of either 
financial or non-financial data. 
These KPIs are often linked 
together in cause-and-effect 
relationships. Visualisations can 
help in analysing these KPIs, 
reveal their correlations and 
interconnectivity, and help clarify 
which KPIs to use in order to 
learn from the past and plan for 
the future.

Example: Machine learning 
models can give companies 
extra insights into the actions 
over time that lead to higher 
levels of customer satisfaction 
or Net Promoter Scores. Such 
predictions in turn lead to the 
definition of strategic KPIs 
and more optimal budgetary 
spending. In an M&A context, 
machine learning can also help 
to identify and target strategic 
acquisition targets.
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Cloud Technology
Immediate availability and 
delivery of computer services 
such as hardware (servers), 
databases, software, analytics 
and computing power over the 
internet. 

IoT
The interconnection via the 
internet of computing devices 
embedded in everyday objects, 
enabling them to send and 
receive data. 

Blockchain
A system in which records of 
transactions are maintained 
across several computers that 
are linked in a peer-to-peer 
network – simply put: a digital, 
decentralized, distributed ledger 
of transactions.

Advantage: 
• Accomplish a greater form 

of synchronisation across 
departments and functions 
through sharing data. 

• Cloud technology creates 
flexibility and scalability for 
the operations of the finance 
department.

Disadvantage: 
• Often rely on another company 

for crucial services and data 
storage, leaving you with less 
control. 

• Vendor lock-in when selecting 
your cloud provider. Different 
vendors have different 
platforms, which causes 
problems when moving from 
one cloud solution to another.   

Advantage: 
• Minimizes the human effort, 

since the devices communicate 
and interact among 
themselves. 

• Greatly enhances data 
collection and provides the 
company with additional data 
otherwise unobtainable. 

Disadvantage: 
• With the interconnectivity of 

IoT and the communication 
across a network, security 
becomes a problem and the 
system could be vulnerable to 
cyber-attacks.  

• A mistake or miscalculation in 
such a complex network can 
lead to large effects on the rest 
of the process. 

Advantage: 
• The inherent decentralized 

structure and extra security 
create a secure, tamper-proof 
and immutable solution. After 
the records are written to the 
distributed ledger, they cannot 
be altered. 

• Increased transparency

Disadvantage: 
• Often slower than other 

solutions for data storage since 
it involves the perspective of 
multiple stakeholders within a 
single system.

• Rather difficult to modify data 
as it requires specific domain 
knowledge.

Example: Cloud-based solutions 
can range from online cloud 
infrastructure, such as the 
availability of servers in the 
cloud, to end-to-end cloud-
based software solutions. They 
can be used for data storage and 
back-up and recovery, as well as 
for instant file-sharing and real-
time data collection & analysis.

Example: IoT can be used to 
track inventory in a unique new 
way. A winery could track their 
product from grape to bottle 
to ensure product quality with 
greater traceability using IoT. 
The quality can be checked 
continuously through data such 
as temperature exposure and 
other variables captured by 
sensors.

Example: Smart contracts 
through blockchain can 
automate the monitoring and 
record-keeping of accounts 
payable in companies.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF A TRULY 
DIGITAL FINANCE LEADER

UNDERSTAND WHAT DIGITAL 
TECHNOLOGIES SUCH AS AI MEAN  
(AND THAT THEY ARE HERE TO STAY)
It is critical for finance leaders to understand 
AI, as well as its underlying principles, in 
order to promote an ethical and sustainable 
use of its spectrum of technologies – ranging 
from advanced analytics and the ability to 
predict outcomes, through natural language 
processing (NLP) and intelligent automation 
to machine learning – across the whole 
finance team. A future-proof finance leader 
needs to realise how these technologies can 
contribute to the firm’s overall objectives and 
must be able to interpret the findings from 
the resulting analyses, especially when those 
results are counter-intuitive. 

RECOGNIZE THE STRENGTHS (AND 
WEAKNESSES) OF THE ALGORITHM
On a similar level, understanding both the 
power and shortcomings of algorithms is an 
important aspect in the implementation of 
a new digital strategy. Finance leaders need 
to be aware of the different types of models, 
their purpose and end goal. A balance 
should be found between interpretability 
and performance, a trade-off stemming from 
the difference between black-box, highly 
non-linear, complex neural networks, and 
white-box, easily human-understandable, AI 
models. As these algorithms are adopted in 
practice, it is imperative for finance leaders 
to understand their functioning, in which 
situations they can deliver the most value, 
and where they cause harm if not monitored 
regularly.

REALISE THAT THE NATURE OF THE DATA 
TO BE ANALYSED HAS CHANGED
Finance departments are well-versed 
in working with structured data from 
relational databases and spreadsheets. 
Nevertheless, in the digital age, the nature 
of data has changed dramatically. Besides 
the exponential increase in sheer volume 
of available data – either from various 
internal sources or from external sources 
and databases such as customers, sensors 
or large institutions – we have also seen 
a surge in the variety of data. Structured 
data can be augmented with unstructured 
data, such as image, audio, video, and even 
sensor data, which can lead to additional 
insights. Furthermore, this large volume 
of highly variable data is flowing at high 
speeds, something that demands cost-
effective, innovative forms of processing. 
High velocity data involves capturing data 
from millions of customers or electronic 
sensors and transforming and storing the 
results for real-time analysis on dashboards, 
making decisions while events are happening. 
However, the increase of data in all its forms 
also emphasises the trustworthiness of data, 
the data veracity. Therefore, a digital finance 
leader should be aware of the discrepancies 
and disparities present in the collected data

SEE THE VALUE IN DATA
The value of data entails transforming the 
raw data into information and – ultimately – 
into useful analyses that will spearhead your 
business. Information has become one of the 
most valuable assets of modern business. So, 
data acquisition, analysis and management 
should be treated as an asset rather than 
an expense. Perceiving it as an economic 
resource from which the finance office 
expects to reap future benefits changes the 
whole game. The raw data, which can be 
produced internally or purchased from a third 
party, can be valued as a raw material within 
the inventory. The data is subsequently 
analysed, processed and converted into a 

“Knowledge and understanding are 
crucial elements of the acceptance 
and learning process.”
Kristof Stouthuysen – Professor of Management 
Accounting and Director Centre for Financial 
Leadership and Digital Transformation



12 |   THE DNA OF A DIGITAL FINANCE LEADER

final good, namely information, just like a 
manufacturer processes its raw material 
into a product. While traditional finance 
departments have been structured as cost 
centres, they now can become investment 
centres with data as their main asset and 
information and improved decision-making 
as a return. 

CONNECTING THE DOTS 
Understanding the meaning and benefits 
of technologies does not suffice. Digital-
savvy finance leaders occupy a vital role 
as ambassadors to represent the value of 
digitalisation and create data awareness 
throughout the whole organisation. Once 
they have all the tools at their disposal to 
deal with the myriad of new valuable data, 
it boils down to connecting the data in 
order to create information that is valuable 
for both internal and external customers. 
When looking for value in the data, it is 
important to think outside of the company 
and connect with partners and the external 
data ecosystem. Looking beyond your own 

“The highest-performing finance 
leaders are those who control and 
manage the quality of their data.”
Alexander Veithen - Head of Financial Advisory,  
BDO Belgium

organisation for data and data connections 
can generate interesting insights to empower 
decision-making, as well as process 
automation. 

THE FINANCE LEADER SHOULD PARTNER 
UP WITH OTHER FUNCTIONS SUCH AS IT
Connecting the dots also entails combining 
operational and financial data and expertise. 
A digital finance leader should not hesitate 
to consult and involve others in the 
digitalisation project. Collaborating with IT 
specialists and data scientists – establishing 
a so-called finance/IT alliance – may lead to 
significant improvements in the digitalisation 
process. The finance leaders and IT 
specialists should engage in a continuous 
discussion to stimulate the conversation 
around digitalisation in order to render the 
finance function more data-driven. In this 
shared endeavour, they educate each other 
in order to best leverage the opportunities of 
digital technologies for the finance function. 
They need to have a mutual understanding 
of each other’s role and complement one 
another. The digital journey of the finance 
function is a joint responsibility of the finance 
function and the IT department. There lies 
great potential in the internal connectivity, 
cross-functional collaboration, and education 
between departments, which, in the end, are 
pursuing the same strategic goals.
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IT’S ABOUT PEOPLE AND (NOT)  
THE TECHNOLOGY 
Investments in the improvement of techno-
logical capabilities and implementation of 
digital solutions only come to fruition if they 
are backed by the individuals in the organi-
sations. Therefore, the digital transformation 
process should be primarily focused
on the people, thereby making this whole 
journey a people’s question. The finance 
function should invest in the recruitment 
of talents with technological proficiency 
who can complement the team’s existing 
finance and accounting skills. Dedicated 
training programmes and courses need to 
be set up to re-skill the current workforce 
on the technological possibilities, 
integrating various perspectives and skills. 
The ‘soft’ leadership qualities of digital 
finance leaders – human-centred skills 
such as curiosity, experimentation, critical 
thinking, adaptability and empathy – are 
crucial for successfully leading the finance 
department into the digital age. Transparent 
communication and strong leadership are 
key in order to deal with the inherent cultural 
resistance to change when adopting digital 

practices. Communicate change effectively, 
engage with your employees, involve them 
in the transition process, and align their 
incentives with the digital strategy. Voice 
your ambitions and plan the coming steps 
with your team.

GOVERNANCE IS KEY 
A key challenge concerns putting in place 
transformational oversight and governance 
around digital initiatives to ensure they 
are all aligned with the overall strategy 
of the organisation. Good governance, 
shifting from compliancy to competitive 
advantage, necessitates clear trust in, and 
comprehension of, the input data and 
applications to ensure finance leaders 
can make the right decisions based 
on the generated output (e.g. reports, 
recommendations). Therefore, they must 
assess the readiness of their office and 
formulate a framework that addresses the 
gaps in terms of data/technology oversight, 
protection and sustainability. The governance 
of data quality is especially essential for the 
decision-making process and value creation. 

“As the navigator, the finance leader should try to increase the 
maturity of the finance function by improving both the internal and 
external connectivity. Learning from each other makes more sense 
than just trying yourself and failing.”
Filip Roodhooft - Professor Management Accounting, Vlerick Business School & KU Leuven
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“Internally, a finance leader should look to 
set up multidisciplinary cross-functional 
teams, while externally he/she should 
look to connect with other firms in order 
to achieve true digital success.”
Byron Flores – Global Head of Digital Finance, Data & Tools, 
Novartis

DO NOT LOSE SIGHT OF YOUR CORE 
WHILE INVESTING IN THE FUTURE
A finance leader has already built up an 
extensive and specific knowledge base 
involving profit and loss statements, balance 
sheet construction, company valuations, 
internal audit frameworks, tax regimes, and 
accounting norms and standards, among 
others. This knowledge not only separates 
the finance function from the other decision-
makers and executives, but it also enables 
the finance leader to structure information, 
derive insights, and analyse situations 
to evaluate value creation. Rather than 
neglecting this expertise due to the imminent 
digitalisation, the finance leader should keep 
on nurturing his/her finance and accounting 
expertise, but this time along with the 
augmentations of the digital world. The 
digital transformation is there to enhance, 
not replace, the extensive and specific 
expertise of the finance function.

“Will the next CFO also become the next 
CIO? I do not think so. Every C-suite 
officer has his/her own particularity 
and interest. Nevertheless, cross-
domain collaboration can contribute 
significantly to the joint development 
of each function.”
Arne Buchwald – Professor Digital Transformation & 
Information Systems, Vlerick Business School

GENERAL CONCLUSION 

In order to create a competitive and 
effective finance department or accounting 
office that fulfils the role of digital front-
runner, finance leaders need to embrace 
the technology dimension much more 
thoroughly. As such, the finance function 
combines all types of data (financial vs. 
non-financial, numerical vs. text, audio vs. 
images)  and uses advanced analytics and 
AI to enhance business decisions, while 
acting as a service provider for the entire 
organization. It turns into an eye-level 

adviser and business partner, guiding them 
in their decision-making process. Becoming 
a true digital finance leader, however, 
won’t happen overnight. Rather, it is a 
learning journey that demands company-
wide efforts and investments. In this white 
paper, we offer some concrete tips and 
actions for how to embark on this digital 
transformation journey, which will allow 
finance leaders to integrate more strongly 
with the business while adding more 
relevance to the output of their function. 

Are you ready to take the leap?



The Centre for Financial Leadership & Digital 
Transformation has been established by 
Vlerick Business School to advance the 
understanding of AI, robotics, and related 
technologies to support and assist finance 
leaders around the globe in understanding 
the risks and benefits of these technologies 
and to explore their use for furthering the 
field and inspiring and educating future 
generations of finance leaders. The Centre for 
Financial Leadership & Digital Transformation 
connects a large network of stakeholders, 
including industry, academia, think tanks and 
governmental entities. It aims to provide the 
finance leader and finance community with 
knowledge and research on how to digitally 
transform the finance function.

More specifically, the Centre conducts 
action-oriented research, offers training and 
builds technical cooperation programmes. 
It also explores the conceptual design and 
development of AI-based tools that may help 
finance leaders in their value creation and 
value protection responsibilities, and in the 
simplification of their day-to-day activities. 
Within its operations, the Centre addresses 

the lack of use cases by presenting real-
life case studies on digitalisation. In these 
case studies, specific attention is paid to 
developing practical insights and models/
tools that support finance leaders and 
their organisations in fully embracing the 
technology component and becoming 
more agile and effective in the digital era. 
The Centre shares its research and findings 
through its dedicated online knowledge-
sharing platform. It also publishes a paper 
and case series, and hosts several workshops, 
expert testimonials, and residential seminars. 

Our research and case studies cover a 
wide range of topics such as: predictive 
and prescriptive analytics, robotic process 
automation, AI & machine learning (risk & 
contract analytics, performance management, 
payment fraud detection, supplier selection, 
customer lifetime value predictions, ...), cloud 
technology, and blockchain. We also delve 
into data ethics and cybersecurity, creation 
and implementation of a digital finance 
strategy, cultural change towards a more 
data-driven finance function, dealing with the 
war for talent, etc. 

HUNGRY FOR MORE?
Embark on your digital transformation journey with the  
Vlerick Centre for Financial Leadership & Digital Transformation.

Cloé De Moor
Coordinator
cloe.demoor@vlerick.com 

www.vlerick.com/digitalfinanceleaders

For more information about this white paper or about becoming a partner or member 
of the Centre for Financial Leadership & Digital Transformation, please contact:
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