
Executive summary

The role of the controller has expanded. Beyond performing 
basic accounting, today’s controllers are under increasing 
pressure to provide more information, more insights and more 
value to the business. These demands parallel the growing 
strategic role that the chief financial officer (CFO) plays in many 
organizations, with some traditional CFO responsibilities being 
delegated to the controller.

As a controller, you still have responsibility for the facts and 
figures regarding your company’s financial position. You need 
to apply the right accounting methods and standards, report 
to internal and external stakeholders in a timely fashion, 
assess risk and exercise discretion in business decisions. You 
must explain complex issues clearly, and have the courage to 
respectfully disagree with senior executives when the numbers 
do not support certain decisions.

Along with a more strategic role for the CFO, other factors are 
triggering a shift in the controller environment. The need for 
accurate, timely financial information is on the rise as the speed of 
business accelerates. Expanding operations, international business 
opportunities and heightened reporting requirements combine 
to complicate the controller’s already challenging position.

As these pressures mount, so does the need for controllers to 
have a strong understanding of their accounting and financial 
reporting system. The system in place must give you confidence 
in the numbers, so when difficult news must be delivered to 
management, the data is correct. Modern enterprise resource 
planning (ERP) systems have the capacity to overcome the 
common challenges that controllers face, and the flexibility to 
adapt to growth without significant additional investment.

In this white paper, we discuss the increasing difficulties that 
confront controllers, and strategies to meet those challenges, 
reduce risk and support growth initiatives. Many of these 
challenges have been created by technology; in response, 

technology can be leveraged to address them and equip 
controllers with the control and visibility they need to fulfill 
emerging requirements.

Controllers face new challenges on multiple fronts

An increasingly distributed workforce, changing business 
models, global expansion, heightened governance, compliance 
and reporting requirements, and new responsibilities for the 
CFO are among the factors that are prompting organizations to 
rethink and adapt the traditional controller role.

Challenge: The distributed workforce
With today’s technology, companies can have employees 
spread out across multiple locations, or even countries. The 
COVID-19 pandemic also forced many companies into a new 
remote environment, with more flexible strategies looking 
likely for the future. Even before the pandemic, all company 
staff members were  rarely under the same roof—with even 
accounting staff migrating to remote locations—presenting 
unique management and monitoring challenges. With 
employees in multiple offices, telecommuting or working 
remotely, it can be more difficult for a controller to exert control.

A distributed workforce has resulted in a lack of direct 
observation, physical controls replaced by information 
technology (IT) controls and difficulty identifying bottlenecks. 
Without appropriate oversight, groups can create their own 
processes that aren’t aligned with company goals, or develop 
systems based on spreadsheets or local databases that are not 
accessible to management. Employees should ideally utilize the 
same system; for that to work, a platform must be available and 
effective from multiple locations.

Solution
To manage an extended workforce, companies must implement 
a centralized business system. A single system used by all 
employees enables companies to determine if work is being 
done effectively and accurately, assess weaknesses and 
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gaps, and improve visibility into risk and compliance. Without 
one consistent system, employees utilize spreadsheets and 
then email them to the controller, who consolidates the data 
manually, which is time-consuming and error-prone.

Companies must work to eliminate spreadsheets as a 
processing tool; they are sufficient for reporting, but do not 
have the control capabilities to support business processes. 
A centralized ERP system uses electronic workflow tools to 
monitor volume and bottlenecks and enables the organization 
to eliminate silos of data. Workflow tools provide the insight that 
the controller formerly achieved through direct observation. 
They can show an individual’s workload and productivity, and 
reveal constraints.

Challenge: Changing business models
As new business models have emerged, many traditional 
accounting methods are no longer valid, and the controller is 
charged with determining the optimal way to record revenue. 
Business trends toward subscription-based, e-commerce and 
bundled product and services strategies require more complex 
accounting than selling items on an individual basis. In addition, 
companies are changing the way they monetize services, and 
new products and acquisitions complicate how the bottom line 
is determined.

Solution
To accommodate flexible business models, companies must 
implement technology that is able to quickly adjust to their 
needs. In addition, solution development and implementation 
time must not exceed the pace of change. If a system takes 
12 months to deploy, requirements are likely to change before 
the system goes live. Cloud-based systems often accelerate 
deployment, without the need for on-premises infrastructure.

Companies should evaluate ERP systems that can be 
deployed quickly, and provide the flexibility for customizations 
and extensions that don’t require complex custom coding. 
Modern systems have that capability; an extra field or report 
can be created in hours to capture new data, instead of 
initiating a significant development project that could run for 
weeks or months.

As services and products are blended or bundled into complex 
contracts, revenue recognition is not as simple as issuing an 
invoice. The revenue recognition calculations that were once 
done outside the system or with specialized software can be 
performed within some modern accounting systems. A controller 
in a software or services company should look for these features. 
Keeping the revenue calculations within the system is more 
efficient, and also provides drill-through capability to source 
transactions to answer questions about calculations.

Challenge: Increasing speed of business
This acceleration is manifested through both the speed of 
growth and the speed of change. Greater connectivity has 
accelerated transaction times, and increased the necessity 
for scalability in process design. Technology has allowed 
companies to rapidly expand into new markets, and leverage 

additional infrastructure, resulting in potentially explosive 
growth. It is not uncommon for a new business to double every 
quarter in revenue or employee count; that level of growth 
was previously considered incredible if it happened in a year. 
Increased automation of the external environment can create a 
flood of data where external systems meet internal processes. 
Bottlenecks often occur if internal processes are manual.

Solution
Cloud-based ERP platforms increase the speed of implementing 
solutions to adapt to business needs and provide elasticity 
of computing power. In addition, these platforms can provide 
real-time data, dashboards and reports that help management 
make better, more confident, decisions. As employees are added, 
additional seats may be licensed, without the need to install 
software on each new employee’s computer. The expanding data 
and processing needs are managed by the cloud-based ERP 
provider, allowing you to focus on business issues.

In addition to increasing speed through organic growth, 
companies may grow rapidly through acquisition. The acquired 
organization’s processes must be integrated or migrated to the 
parent’s platform. The way companies do business can change 
quickly, and flexible systems are necessary to accommodate 
rapid growth. Modern ERP platforms can promptly support a 
large number of new users, and integration of acquired systems 
or data of acquired companies. Key features to look for include 
flexible multi-entity structures and well-developed application 
programming interfaces (APIs) to integrate external data.

Challenge: Becoming an international organization
With expanding technology and e-commerce capabilities, even 
small companies are expanding their product and service sales 
across many countries. Global expansion, however, introduces 
new complications for the controller. In supporting a global 
business, controllers need to manage the tax and regulatory 
compliance requirements of individual countries.

Multicurrency conversion capabilities are often needed to 
sell products in foreign countries, as well as source goods and 
services from companies in local markets. If a company has 
established global subsidiaries or sales offices, a controller 
needs capabilities for global financial consolidation and 
reporting. Finally, doing business across borders introduces the 
need to account for freight, insurance and customs duties to 
accurately track the cost of goods sold and profitability.

Solution
For a midmarket company operating in most major international 
markets, a single ERP system should be able to meet these 
global needs. Today’s best ERP solutions form the core of global 
operations systems, offering prebuilt multicurrency capabilities 
for international transactions, and eliminating the need for 
manual spreadsheet calculations. Local tax compliance for basic 
value-added tax (VAT) and goods and services tax (GST) are 
also built-in, as is support for simplified subsidiary management 
and global financial consolidation and reporting. Ultimately, 
systems give more insight into the global view of cash and 
the ability to assess the impact of evolving global taxes and 
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regulations.  

If a user requires an interface in another language, it should be 
available as a user preference, eliminating the need to go back 
to a vendor for a new software package and integration with the 
current platform. In some markets, unique local applications are 
still required, but these should not be used unless necessary.

In some situations, more established global organizations deploy 
cloud ERP at the subsidiary level, and synchronize that system to 
an existing on-premises ERP system at headquarters in a two-
tier ERP model, enabling faster time to value without the high 
capital cost and complexity of on-premises systems at global 
locations. Using a single system inherently provides great control 
and management capability. Culturally, it supports a unified 
strategy and the enforcement of corporate standards when 
global employees share the same experience.

As an organization moves goods around the globe, tracking 
true costs of inventory becomes critical to managing margins. 
An ERP system with landed cost capabilities allows companies 
to associate the freight, insurance and customs duties with 
inventory receipts, and generate a true picture of profitability.

Challenge: Increased reporting requirements
As compliance obligations and demand for enhanced controls 
have increased, accounting has become more complex, with 
the need for deeper metrics, such as average sales amount 
instead of just total sales. Stricter requirements necessitate 
a better understanding of the business, as tougher questions 
are being asked, seeking to identify the underlying drivers 
of the business. The four core financial statements must be 
augmented with key ratios and trend analysis. Banks and 
private equity groups also want greater confidence through 
stronger internal controls, and in some cases, will request direct 
access to financial systems.

Solution
A suite approach, integrating as many business applications 
as possible into one ERP system, can make more information 
readily available without querying and combining data from 
multiple platforms. Beyond financial reporting, a suite delivers 
key operational data, such as inventory and sales order 
cycle information, providing commonly requested deal size 
and outstanding receivables information. With financial and 
operational data in one system, you can provide sales, inventory, 
purchasing, and production reporting, in addition to traditional 
accounting statements, in one single source of truth.

This approach increases trust in financial data and can 
significantly reduce time spent closing the books. It also 
improves efficiencies, reduces costs and eliminates manual 
activities that are time-consuming and often error-prone.  

While a business intelligence application can be layered on top 
of the ERP system for insights, most modern ERP systems 

provide numeric and graphical dashboarding capabilities 
within the application. A dashboard approach allows real-
time visibility into key metrics, such as immediate insight into 
key compliance measures. As you integrate more business 
processes into a single ERP system, the dashboard can 
become increasingly comprehensive.

Challenge: The expanding role of the CFO
A shift in CFO responsibilities has had an impact on the role 
of many controllers. In many companies, the CFO has taken 
on broader internal responsibilities within the organization, 
helping to drive strategy as a trusted advisor to the CEO and 
other executives, and in some cases, assuming responsibilities 
for human resources, data security and certain aspects of IT. 
From an external perspective, expanding regulatory guidelines, 
such as Accounting Standards Codification (ASC) 606, ASC 
842 and previous requirements such as the Sarbanes-Oxley 
Act of 2002, as well as the Health Insurance Portability and 
Accountability Act and the Affordable Care Act, require more 
executive oversight, consuming more of a CFO’s time.

In response, more accounting and finance responsibilities are 
being delegated to the controller. With the CFO’s expanding role, 
there is less time for CFOs to focus on treasury and accounting 
roles and related day-to-day tasks. The CFO also frequently 
requires more support and information from the controller to 
effectively lead new areas.

Solution
To alleviate this concern, controllers must adopt the outlook 
of the CFO, maintaining a comprehensive view of the 
entire business. The ERP system should be utilized to build 
dashboards across functional lines, implementing reporting 
mechanisms to look at the business holistically, not just at 
traditional accounting measures such as cash on hand or year-
to-date sales. Maintaining awareness of the entire business 
is time-consuming, so use workflow tools and self-service 
applications to automate as much of the workload as possible.

While the evolution of the controller comes with more 
responsibility, the role becomes more of a business partner 
with the help of ERP, which can generate the information and 
insight necessary for the controller to advise the business on 
strategy and develop future priorities. 

Conclusion

With the CFO being pulled in more directions and evolving 
data requirements, the controller’s role is quickly expanding. 
However, a combination of strategy and technology can 
address these emerging challenges, and position your business 
to more efficiently manage growth and information demands. 
A comprehensive, connected ERP platform brings all of your 
critical data and reporting needs into one system that yields 
more accurate, actionable data.
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