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Selecting the 
Right CFO



SPECIFICATIONS TO INCLUDE IN 
JOB SPEC

• Qualifications
• Sector experience
• Specific task experience
• Background (Blue Chip, Ex practice etc.)
• Professional attributes
• Personal attributes
• Risk perspective
• Availability
• Salary level

There are of course many more things that you could 
add into this list and it is important to ensure that your 
specification includes a good amount of qualities 
that are specific to your company.

It will also be necessary to decide on the thorny 
issue of remuneration. A range should be decided 
upon together with benefits, bonus and any equity 
style participation such as share options. It will need 
to be attractive enough to interest the right calibre of 
person but also within the resources of the company. 
For larger firms a remuneration committee will be in 
charge of the directors pay and conditions and in 
smaller enterprises this is something that will need to 
be covered by the CEO and board.

It may be the case that you need to recruit 
immediately to cover a crisis but if not then alongside 
the person specification it is a good idea to sketch 
out a recruitment timetable.

Unless you are lucky and find an immediately 
available executive then it is likely that the person 
you choose will be on at least a 3 month notice 
period. Add in things like initial advertising, CV 
sift and shortlisting, first, second and even third 
interviews and it’s easy to see that the time it takes to 
recruit could quite easily stretch to six months plus. 
Companies need to be realistic about how long each 
of the stages will take and when they need to kick off 
the process.

An important thing to remember throughout the 
process is that it is an acceptable decision to go 
back a step or two. What is most important when 
recruiting a new CFO is that the person is a good 
fit and has the experience and personal qualities 
required.  As an example, not finding the right person 
after the initial advertising shouldn’t mean that the 
firm chooses from what it has. Instead step back, 
advertise again using different channels and get a 
different pool to select a shortlist from.

GATHERING A  SHORTLIST

There are many channels you can use to 
find your new CFO. Approach the CV hunt 
like any marketing exercise. Where do your 
targets hang out? What sort of approach is 
likely to find favour?

At this point it is a good idea to decide whether you 
will be recruiting openly or confidentially. Being open 
has the advantage that once people know who is 
recruiting then word tends to get around and your 
great next hire may come from a direct candidate 
approach. For blue chip companies their good name 
attached to a job advertisement can also attract 
the best applicants. For every situation there is a 
downside though and it is important to remember 
that changes at the top can unsettle stakeholders 
and employees alike. This is very much a question 
of individual preference for the recruiting company.
One of the fastest growing platforms for recruitment 
is online. Sites such as Jobs.ie or Linkedin.com 
provide ready access to a pool of talent but be 
aware that different people visit different boards. 
Advertising on a job board that tends to cover lower 
level appointments may prove costly and ineffective. 
Choose your route to market wisely.

Don’t discount traditional methods at this stage. Again 
remember to tailor your offering to the market you 
are looking to attract. The large accountancy bodies 
all have job advertising pages in their magazines 
to help you find the right calibre of people and the 
best quality tabloids have ‘job day’ where top level 
appointments are advertised. If you have specified 
an industry expert then the specialist journals will 
probably prove to be a useful additional channel. 
Personal contacts of board members are also useful 
although any potential conflict of interest must of 
course be declared.

If you are recruiting confidentially then it is a good 
idea to look at using the services of a specialist 
executive recruiting company. They have a pool of 
talent that they can call upon but will also be able 
to go to market and find applicants in the manner of 
the traditional head hunter. They will advertise using 
their company name and not yours meaning that 
there is a further firewall between your firm and the 
marketplace. This will cost money but may well be 
worth it if quality of applicant and confidentiality are 
important to you.
 

INTRODUCTION

Just like doctors, high level finance professionals 
have specialisms. The challenge for the hirer is to 
match the right skill set with the stage of development 
that the company is at or wishes to reach. A change 
management professional will carry with them a 
totally different set of tools for example, to someone 
experienced in taking a company to IPO or raising 
finance.

The first step for the hirer then is to identify exactly 
what job they want the person to carry out, what 
is important to the company and what personal 
qualities their new recruit should possess. 
Understanding what you need and when you need it 
allows a hiring company to craft the recruitment plan 
and to communicate this to potential candidates or 
recruitment partners. This ‘person specification’ will 
form the fulcrum of the hiring process so doing this 
from the start and getting it right will pay dividends 
many times over.

The specification is a task that is firmly in the court of 
the whole board. The person appointed will not only 
be a member of the board but they will be providing 
financial and strategic advice. The board in its 
entirety need to be in agreement as to what they are 
looking for. Be aware at this point that it is too easy for 
a committee to decide it wants everything! Someone 
will need to be appointed to guide the discussion and 
get the board members to agree on which qualities 
are vital and which are just nice to have. 

BEFORE YOU START

The Chief Financial Officer (CFO) of today 
is pivotal to the success of a growing 
business and recruiting the right person is 
a crucial task. The problem facing owners 
and boards is that now more than ever they 
have to look for an all-rounder who will both 
engender confidence and inspire the troops 
(Hesketh,2014).

The CFO of today is much more than simply the 
head of a finance function. Often they will head 
up risk, be in charge of IT systems or have a more 
operational brief. A good CFO will be both inward 
looking, focusing on internal performance and 
efficiency but also outward looking in that they will 
bring external contacts, be the link with funders and 
shareholders and manage the firms stakeholder 
relations. In fact underperforming companies often 
have underperforming CFOs(Pfefferle 2003) so the 
wrong choice could actually harm your business.

A candidate CFO should be someone who is 
experienced and at the top of their game. The 
recruitment process is more than ever a dialogue 
with the recruiter choosing a new employee and 
the applicant deciding whether the company is the 
right next step for their career. This process gives the 
candidate a window into the methods and approach 
of the recruiting company so a professionally run 
campaign will set the tone for a fruitful relationship.
Getting the recruitment process right is then vital not 
only from the standpoint of finding the right person 
but also from the perspective of ensuring that the 
professional candidate sees a business that is 
organised and has clarity around its requirements.



SHORTLISTING THE INTERVIEW PROCESS

Stick to your pre-agreed person specification 
exactly. If you don’t then you could waste 
valuable time interviewing people that just 
don’t have what you need. Again, as stated 
earlier it isn’t a failure to go back to the 
market and advertise again.

If you are lucky then it may be that you have received 
a large amount of applications. You may need to 
long list, then further whittle down to a short list for 
review by the person who is actually in charge of 
recruitment. Don’t overfill your shortlist though. Get a 
good cross section of candidates but remember that 
you’ll have to interview each one. 

Having a structured and defined interview procedure 
will ensure that everyone knows what is expected of 
them and when. Deciding what the output of each 
meeting should be and running formal feedback 
sessions will help to ensure that personal bias is 
minimised.

 In general terms the first interview will be conducted 
by HR and or the CEO or if appropriate the outgoing 
CFO. It may take the form of an informal meeting 
to gauge each other’s expectations and to decide 
whether the applicant is someone that the CEO can 
work with effectively.

It is as well to note at this point that the CFO of today 
needs to have a very high level of soft skills. Take 
note of the formal requirements such as qualifications 
and experience by all means but don’t discount less 
tangible attributes. The CFO is going to be a pivotal 
part of the business and it is paramount that they are 
able to work as a full member of a very high level 
team. If you have a team that is supportive and open 
then someone who presents as a spiky, opinionated, 
political game player may prove a worse hire than no 
appointment at all!

“The best piece of advice at this 
point is to be ruthless.”

THE INTERVIEW PROCESS (ctd.)

You may choose to run a more formal second interview 
and it is always a good idea to include members of the 
full board at this point, possibly forming a recruitment 
subcommittee that includes both executive and Non-
Executive Directors. Executives that will work closely 
with the new CFO should also be included, either 
formally or informally. It is important that the new 
recruits’ peers feel comfortable with the choice and 
that they can see themselves working alongside one 
another.

The number of interviews required will vary depending 
upon the company and the circumstances. Speed 
may dictate that fewer meetings are appropriate and 
in the case of a short term interim appointment may 
be entirely justified. The flip side of the coin is that 
good quality candidates may well get snapped up so 
it is important to ensure that you communicate where 
you are in the process so that they don’t get dispirited 
and take another offer without speaking with you first.

Do they have the right level of qualifications?

Do they have the sector experience?

Do they have specific job role experience?

Do they get on with the CFO?

Do they communicate well?

Do they interact well with the board?

Are they at the right point in their career for the position you are offering?

Do they show a wider appreciation of the commercial aspects of the business?

Do they show strategic leadership and vision?

Are they self-confident? (will they stand up to a domineering CEO?)

Do they show problem solving skills?

Do they exhibit high ethical standards?

MAKING THE OFFER

There’s no doubt about it, the talent pool for top 
executives really is a busy market and to get the best 
out of it for your firm you need to make sure that your 
approach is correct.

The fact is that the best companies won’t have to 
face this task more than every three to five years so 
gaining the experience and knowledge to ensure a 
good outcome is difficult to say the least.

It’s also important to be realistic about how long 
the process can take. Whilst there is a small pool 
of top talent out there you will also find that there 
are a lot of people looking for work so you may be 
surprised simply at the volume of applications a top 
job advertisement will generate. Sifting through takes 
a lot of time and effort that could probably be better 
spent elsewhere. 

Certainly, you can go it yourself. There are more 
resources than ever available for hiring companies 
and you may be lucky enough to have the time 
and expertise to run the project, but handling the 
recruitment process in house, even if you have an 
HR department may be a mistake.

Hiring a top executive is a different process from a 
position at a lower level and having someone on your 
side with knowledge, experience and contacts will 
make all the difference.

Executive recruitment agencies have access to a 
ready pool of talent, know the best places to find 
possible new recruits and can help you work through 
the process in a strategic and methodical way. They 
will ensure that what crosses your desk are only 
people who match the specification you have set and 
even then only the very best.

A recruitment consultant can run the whole process 
with you as a partner and ensure that it remains as 
confidential as you’d like. They will enable you to 
focus on selecting the very best CFO rather than 
managing the process itself.

Certainly this will cost money but when you are 
recruiting someone for one of the most important 
positions in your business then it is a worthwhile 
investment.

Recruiters – your partners in the process

QUESTIONS TO ASK ABOUT A POTENTIAL CFO

Once a suitable candidate is found the company will 
need to make its opening play. Bargaining tactics are 
beyond the purview of this guide but be prepared to 
negotiate after all, if your chosen candidate didn’t play 
hard then you’d be right to be a little disappointed.

There will inevitably be some discussion around start 
date and announcement etc. and this will give you 
time to take up ‘soft references’, that is a background 
check that will not include disclosing to the current 
employer. Companies such as Checkback.ie provide 
an excellent background and CV check service and 
you can also do some research on social media 
sites for any embarrassing posts and articles! Don’t 
discount the reference check though. Unfortunately 
there are plenty of embarrassing examples of really 
quite highly placed executives who’s resumes didn’t 
stand up to even a small amount of scrutiny.



Did you like this guide?
Follow us for similiar content, 

tips and advice

 d e 1

Visit our Website

SUMMARY
Recruiting your new CFO is one of the most 
important tasks that your company is likely 
to face. Getting it wrong can cost a lot of 
money and cause harm to your firm but 
getting it right will transform the company 
and put it on a footing for sustainable growth 
and excellence.

The job of choosing the right person can be 
fraught and complex but, by applying a sound 
methodology and being clear about what is 
important right from the start you can ensure 
that your company makes the right choice.
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