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About This Book

What This Book Is
The CFO Playbook builds strategic financial leadership: enterprise risk and governance, capital
structure and allocation, M&A, IPO readiness, AI in finance, and the complete Finance Operating
System.

Who It Is For
Senior finance professionals, controllers, and aspiring or newly appointed CFOs ready to lead an
entire finance function and partner with the board.

How It Is Built
Every theme is taught through a single fictional company, followed across the book, with worked
examples, scenarios, visuals, and an action checklist in each chapter. All names and figures are
illustrative.

How to Use It
Read it in order, since each chapter builds on the last, and map each framework onto your own
organisation as you progress.
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About the Series
Finance from Zero to CFO is a four-book journey, designed to carry a reader from not being able to
read a balance sheet to leading an entire finance function with confidence.

Book 1, Finance for Business Owners, builds the foundation: reading the three statements, working
capital, and cost, cash, and margin. Book 2, Finance for Finance Professionals, builds the
analytical craft: modelling, valuation, KPIs, budgeting, and treasury. Book 3, The CFO Playbook,
builds strategic leadership: risk, governance, capital structure, M&A, IPO, and the complete
Finance Operating System. Book 4, India Compliance for Founders, builds compliance literacy:
GST, TDS, income tax, payroll, registrations, and the master calendar.

Each book is complete on its own. Read together, they form a single progression, from financial
literacy to financial leadership.

The series rests on one belief: that anyone willing to understand their own numbers can, with the
right framework, go from zero to CFO.
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Preface
Why Four Books. Why Now.

This series began not as a publishing project, but as a diagnosis. Over 22 years of operational
finance work, I kept encountering the same pattern: businesses with genuine revenue, genuine
ambition, and genuine founders, struggling not because they lacked capability, but because they
lacked a financial framework. They could not read their own P&L with confidence. They did not
know their working-capital cycle. They had never built a financial model.

The Design of This Series
Finance from Zero to CFO is built as a complete progression, not a collection of independent
topics.

Book 1 — Finance for Business Owners: builds financial literacy from zero — the three statements,
working capital, and cost, cash, and margin.

Book 2 — Finance for Finance Professionals: builds analytical capability — financial modelling, KPI
architecture, capital budgeting, valuation, and treasury.

Book 3 — The CFO Playbook: builds strategic leadership — enterprise risk, governance, capital
structure, M&A, IPO readiness, and the complete Finance OS.

Book 4 — India Compliance for Founders: builds compliance literacy — GST, TDS, income tax,
payroll, ROC, MSME, notices, and the master compliance calendar.
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01
Internal Controls: The First Line of

Defence

Building the Control Architecture That Protects the Group Before It Scales

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | Brightline + Hartwell | Post-Acquisition Integration

INTRODUCTION

Three weeks after the Hartwell deal closed, Suraj sat in Brightline Group's finance room as its new

fractional CFO. Sarah slid over the combined trial balance. 'Two companies, one ledger now,' she

said. Suraj's eyes stopped on a single line: the same manager could raise a vendor, approve the

invoice, and release the payment. No second pair of eyes. 'Sarah,' he said quietly, 'this is exactly

where the money leaves.'

Brightline Group is now a $24M business -- the $18M Daniel built, plus roughly $6M of Hartwell,

folded into one ledger. With scale comes exposure. The controls that quietly worked for one

mid-sized company do not automatically stretch across two merged entities, new people, and

double the transactions.

A growing company's first serious loss rarely comes from the market. It comes from inside -- a

control that was never built, an approval that was never required, a door that was never locked.

This chapter is about the first line of defence: the controls that stop a loss before it happens, not

the audit that finds it afterwards.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> The three lines of defence model
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-> The COSO control framework and its five components

-> Segregation of duties and the maker-checker principle

-> How money actually leaves a business -- and how controls close the gap

-> Tone at the top and building a genuine control environment

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Design a segregation-of-duties matrix for a group finance function

* Apply COSO's five components to a real financial process

* Spot where a single control gap creates fraud or loss exposure

* Build maker-checker and override authority into payments and journals

* Report control health to the board in a way they can act on

THE ONE QUESTION

If one person on your finance team wanted to move money out of

the company, how many others would have to fail to notice?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

Internal control is not paperwork for the auditor. It is the system that ensures money, inventory, and

information only move the way the business intended. Get it right and most fraud and error never

happen. Get it wrong and you find out only after the loss.

The COSO framework breaks control into five components: the Control Environment (tone and

integrity at the top), Risk Assessment (what could go wrong and how badly), Control Activities (the

actual checks -- approvals, reconciliations, segregation), Information and Communication (the right

data reaching the right people in time), and Monitoring (ongoing testing that the controls still work).

Sitting on top is the three lines of defence. The first line is operations -- the people who own and

manage risk daily. The second is finance and compliance -- who set policy and oversee. The third

is internal audit -- independent assurance reporting to the board, not to the people it assesses.
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When the third line reports to the CFO whose work it checks, independence is already gone.

The single most powerful control is segregation of duties: no one person controls an entire financial

process. The person who raises a payment cannot also approve it and release it. Above a

materiality threshold, maker-checker is not a nicety -- it is non-negotiable.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

At Brightline Group, Suraj's first act as fractional CFO was not a forecast. It was a walk through the

post-merger payment process. Within an hour he found it: the accounts-payable clerk could add a

vendor to the master file, process the invoice, and release the payment -- alone. A textbook

segregation breach, hiding in plain sight precisely because the merger had everyone looking at

integration, not controls.

The fix cost nothing but discipline. AP raises the payment. Sarah's controller checks it against the

purchase order. Daniel, or a delegated authority, releases anything above the materiality threshold.

The vendor master was locked so that only the controller could edit it, with the CFO approving

changes.

The exposure this closed is not abstract. Studies put the average loss to occupational fraud at

roughly 5% of revenue where controls are weak, against about 0.8% where they are strong. On a

$24M group, that gap is over a million dollars a year -- the difference between funding growth and

quietly bleeding it.

THE VISUAL -- THE CONTROL ARCHITECTURE

First, what is at stake in the CFO seat. Then the frameworks, the matrix, and the board view.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s WITHOUT CONTROLS, THE AVERAGE COMPANY LOSES ABOUT 5%

OF REVENUE TO FRAUD.
On a $24M group, that is over $1.2M a year leaving quietly through doors no one locked.

s RED FLAG

One person who can raise, approve, and release a payment is not an efficiency. It is an open door with

your name on the liability.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW
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A merger doubles the entities, the people, and the gaps -- at exactly the moment attention is on integration

and controls are weakest.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Internal control is not the auditor's checklist. It is the system that ensures money only ever moves the way

you intended it to.

u THE CFO'S CALL

Build controls because they prevent loss, not because the auditor asks. Set maker-checker above

materiality -- and never approve your own exceptions.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The classic trap: letting finance assess the very controls it operates. The second and third lines must

report to the audit committee, not to the CFO.

IF: One manager can raise, approve, and release a payment alone

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Fraud / error exposure contained wide open

Time to detect a loss days possibly never

External audit opinion clean qualified

Cost of capital lower higher

THE FRAMEWORK, THE MATRIX, THE BOARD VIEW

1ST LINE

Operations -- own & manage risk

2ND LINE

Finance & Compliance -- set policy, oversee

3RD LINE

Internal Audit -- independent assurance to the board

COSO -- THE FIVE COMPONENTS

Control Environment Tone, integrity and structure set at the top

Risk Assessment Identify and size what could go wrong

Control Activities The checks: approvals, reconciliations, SOD

Information & Comms Right data to the right people, in time
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Monitoring Ongoing testing that the controls still work

SEGREGATION OF DUTIES MATRIX n TEMPLATE

Process Maker Checker Releases

Vendor payment AP clerk Controller CFO / CEO

Payroll run HR Finance CFO

Journal entry Accountant Controller --

Bank reconciliation Treasury Controller --

Vendor master edit Controller CFO --

ƒ No single person owns a whole row. That, in one table, is the entire principle.

CONTROL HEALTH -- BRIGHTLINE GROUP

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Maker-checker coverage 82% 100% WATCH

Bank recs completed on time Yes Yes ON TRACK

Open SOD breaches 3 0 OFF TRACK

Whistleblower channel None Live OFF TRACK

CONTROL FRAMEWORK CHECKLIST

n SOD matrix mapped for all key processes

! Maker-checker enforced above materiality

7 Vendor master access restricted

7 Whistleblower channel, board-reported

n Annual control assessment scheduled

GROUP REVENUE

$24M

FRAUD EXPOSURE (WEAK

CONTROLS)

~$1.2M

EXPOSURE (STRONG

CONTROLS)

~$190K

OPEN SOD BREACHES

3

BY THE NUMBERS
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CONTROLS DOCUMENTED

100%

CONTROLS TESTED

92%
s 14%

OPEN EXCEPTIONS

3

SEGREGATION GAPS

0

Design Operate Test Remediate

CONTROL COVERAGE BY CYCLE n TEMPLATE

Cycle Key control Status

Revenue Approval + match Tested

Procure-to-pay Three-way match Tested

Payroll Dual approval Tested

Period close Review + sign-off Tested

ƒ A control is only real once it is designed, operated, tested, and the gaps remediated.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, controls at Brightline were something done for the auditor. After it, they are

how the group protects itself while it scales.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From compliance to protection

Controls exist to prevent loss, not to satisfy a checklist. The CFO builds them because they

work -- and the audit looks after itself.

From trust to verification

Maker-checker on every material transaction. Not because people are dishonest, but because

a system should never depend on hope.

From self-assessed to independently assured

The second and third lines report to the audit committee, giving the board assurance that no

one inside operations can quietly fake.

YOUR TURN
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YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Pick one payment process. Can any single person raise, approve and release it? If yes,

that is the first control you build this week.

2. What is your materiality threshold for maker-checker -- and is it truly enforced, or only on

paper?

3. Who assesses your controls today? If it is the same team that operates them, where

exactly is the independence?

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

A control you build for the auditor protects the auditor. A control you build to prevent loss

protects the company. Build the second kind -- and the first takes care of itself.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Internal control is called the first line of defence because it is the only line that works before the

loss, not after it. Everything else -- audit, forensics, insurance -- is cleanup.

For Brightline Group, three weeks post-merger, this is the difference between scaling on a solid

base and scaling on a hidden crack. Suraj did not start with strategy. He started with the doors that

were unlocked.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 Three lines of defence: operations (1st), finance and compliance (2nd), internal audit

(3rd).

02 COSO's five components: Control Environment, Risk Assessment, Control Activities,

Information, Monitoring.

03 Segregation of duties: no single person controls an entire financial process.
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04 Maker-checker above the materiality threshold is non-negotiable.

05 Tone at the top: visible CEO and CFO support is the primary driver of control culture.

06 The Satyam fraud destroyed about $1.5B through compromised control independence.

07 Material weakness: a reasonable possibility of material misstatement -- remediate

immediately.

08 Whistleblower channel: protected, independent, and reported to the board.

09 Annual control assessment plus quarterly board reporting equals investor-grade

governance.

10 Strong controls cut average fraud loss from roughly 5% of revenue to about 0.8%.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 2

Internal Audit: Independence and Assurance

The Independent Check That Confirms the Controls Actually Work
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THE CFO PLAYBOOK | BOOK 3 OF 4

02
Internal Audit: Independence and

Assurance

The Independent Check That Confirms the Controls Actually Work

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | First Audit Committee | Two Entities, One Assurance Line

INTRODUCTION

Daniel had just formed Brightline Group's first audit committee. 'Suraj, you are the CFO,' he said.

'Shouldn't internal audit report to you?' Suraj shook his head slowly. 'If it reports to me, it can only

ever tell you I am doing a good job. The board needs one line into this company that I cannot

touch.' Daniel paused. 'That is the most honest thing a CFO has ever told me.'

Chapter 1 built the locks. Internal audit is the independent check that the locks actually work -- and

keep working. Controls without assurance are a promise no one has verified.

Post-merger, with two sets of processes folding into one, the question is no longer 'do we have

controls' but 'can anyone independent confirm they hold'. That confirmation is internal audit, and its

single most important feature is that it does not report to the person it assesses.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> Risk-based audit planning -- where to spend limited assurance

-> The three types of audit testing

-> Finding classification and mandatory remediation

-> Audit committee reporting and the independence line
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-> Why assurance is worth more to investors than a clean opinion you control

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Build a risk-based annual audit plan

* Run walkthrough, control, and substantive testing on a process

* Classify findings by severity and track them to closure

* Report progress and open findings to the audit committee

* Protect the independence that makes assurance real

THE ONE QUESTION

Who in your business can tell the board the truth about your

controls -- without needing your permission first?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

Internal audit is independent assurance: a function whose only job is to test whether controls are

designed well and operating as intended, and to report what it finds to the board -- not to

management.

It begins with a risk-based audit plan. You cannot audit everything, so you score every auditable

area by risk and point your limited resources at the top 20%. The highest-risk processes get tested

first and most often.

There are three types of testing. A walkthrough confirms the control is designed correctly. Control

testing confirms it actually operates. Substantive testing confirms the numbers it produces are

accurate. Each answers a different question, and skipping one leaves a blind spot.

Findings are classified by severity -- Critical (fix immediately), High (30 days), Medium (90 days),

Low (180 days) -- and remediation is mandatory and tracked to closure. A finding with an optional

response is not assurance; it is a note. The audit committee receives a quarterly update: progress

against plan, and the status of every open finding.
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SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj's first audit plan for Brightline Group scored every process across both entities. Hartwell's

revenue cut-off -- newly merged, high-value, lightly understood -- scored highest. So that is where

the first substantive test went.

The walkthrough showed the cut-off control was designed correctly. Control testing showed it was

followed for Brightline but skipped on three Hartwell contracts. Substantive testing confirmed two of

those had been recognised a quarter early. Classified High, owner assigned, thirty-day deadline,

tracked to closure.

Crucially, none of this came to Daniel through Suraj's filter. It went to the audit committee directly.

That single design choice -- the independent reporting line -- is what turns 'trust me' into assurance

a board and an investor can actually rely on.

THE VISUAL -- THE ASSURANCE SYSTEM

What is at stake when assurance is not independent -- then the plan, the testing, and the board

view.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s AN AUDIT THAT REPORTS TO THE CFO CAN ONLY EVER SAY THE

CFO IS DOING FINE.
Independence is not a nicety. It is the entire source of the assurance's value.

s RED FLAG

If the person checking the controls answers to the person who runs them, the board has no independent

truth at all -- only a polished reflection.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

A merger creates the highest-risk window a company will ever see: new processes, new people, weak

familiarity. That is exactly when independent testing matters most.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Internal audit converts 'we have controls' into 'an independent party has confirmed they work' -- the

difference between a claim and an assurance.

u THE CFO'S CALL
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Route internal audit to the audit committee, not to yourself. Give up that control deliberately -- it is what

makes the function worth having.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The classic trap: auditing only what is easy, and leaving findings 'noted' but unfixed. An open finding with

no deadline is theatre, not assurance.

IF: Internal audit reports to the CFO instead of the board

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Board's independent view clear none

Bad-news escalation reaches board filtered out

Investor confidence high discounted

Assurance value real cosmetic

PLAN, TEST, CLASSIFY, REPORT

RISK-BASED AUDIT PLAN n TEMPLATE

Process Risk score Frequency Owner

Hartwell revenue cut-off High Quarterly IA

Group payments / SOD High Quarterly IA

Payroll Medium Half-yearly IA

Fixed assets Medium Annual IA

Petty cash Low Annual IA

ƒ Audit the top 20% of risk first and most often. You cannot test everything.

THE THREE TESTS

Walkthrough Is the control designed correctly?

Control testing Does the control actually operate?

Substantive testing Are the numbers it produces accurate?

FINDING CLASSIFICATION

Critical Fix immediately -- material exposure now

High Remediate within 30 days

Medium Remediate within 90 days
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Low Remediate within 180 days

AUDIT COMMITTEE -- QUARTERLY VIEW

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Plan completion 68% 100% WATCH

Critical findings open 0 0 ON TRACK

High findings open 2 0 OFF TRACK

Findings past deadline 1 0 WATCH

INDEPENDENCE CHECKLIST

3 IA reports to the audit committee, not the CFO

n Audit plan is risk-based, refreshed annually

! Every finding has an owner and a deadline

n Remediation tracked to closure, not just noted

BY THE NUMBERS

AUDITS PLANNED

8

COMPLETED

6

FINDINGS OPEN

4

HIGH-RISK CLOSED

100%

Plan Fieldwork Report Remediate

FINDINGS BY RATING n TEMPLATE

Rating Raised Closed

High 3 3

Medium 6 4

Low 5 2

ƒ Risk-based audit closes the high-risk findings first -- not the easy ones.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW
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Before this chapter, 'we have controls' was the end of the conversation. After it, the question is

whether anyone independent can confirm it.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From compliance audit to risk-based assurance

Limited resources point at the highest-risk processes first, not at whatever is easiest to test.

From CFO-controlled to board-reported

Internal audit reports to the audit committee, giving the board a line of truth management

cannot filter.

From findings noted to findings closed

Every finding carries a severity, an owner, and a deadline -- and is tracked until it is actually

fixed.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Who does your internal audit (or its equivalent) report to? If the answer is the CFO, your

assurance is compromised at the source.

2. Is your audit effort risk-based, or do you test whatever is convenient? List your top three

risks and ask when each was last independently tested.

3. Take your last audit finding. Did it have an owner and a deadline -- and was it actually

closed, or just noted?

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

The best thing a CFO can do for internal audit is give away control of it. The moment it

answers to you, it can only tell you what you want to hear.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION
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Controls are the locks; internal audit is the independent inspector who confirms the locks hold.

Without that independence, a board is trusting a self-portrait.

For Brightline Group, the first audit found a real revenue-recognition gap in the merged Hartwell

books -- and the board heard it directly. That is assurance working exactly as designed.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 Internal audit is independent assurance -- it tests whether controls work and reports to

the board.

02 Risk-based plan: score auditable areas, focus on the top 20% of risk.

03 Three tests: walkthrough (design), control testing (operation), substantive (accuracy).

04 Findings: Critical (now), High (30 days), Medium (90 days), Low (180 days).

05 Remediation is mandatory and tracked to closure -- an optional response is no

assurance.

06 Internal audit reports to the audit committee, never to the CFO it assesses.

07 The audit committee receives a quarterly update: progress vs plan plus open findings.

08 Independence is the entire source of assurance value -- protect it deliberately.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 3

Forensic Finance: Fraud Detection and Prevention

Reading the Signals in the Numbers Before the Loss Becomes a Headline
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03
Forensic Finance: Fraud Detection and

Prevention

Reading the Signals in the Numbers Before the Loss Becomes a Headline

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | Hartwell Legacy Books | Pre-Acquisition Period Under Review

INTRODUCTION

Sarah came to Suraj with a frown and a spreadsheet. 'Hartwell's old vendor payments -- the digits

feel off.' Suraj ran Benford's Law across the first digits and went quiet. The distribution was wrong:

too many fives, too few ones. 'Numbers that occur naturally follow a pattern,' he said. 'These were

chosen by a person. Someone was making them up.'

Most fraud is not caught by suspicion. It is caught by pattern -- a digit distribution that should not

exist, a control overridden a little too often, a vendor whose address matches an employee's.

For a CFO, forensic finance is not about accusation. It is about reading the signals early, and --

when something is wrong -- investigating it in an order that preserves the truth instead of

destroying it.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> The Fraud Triangle: why ordinary people commit fraud

-> Management override -- the most common mechanism

-> Detection signals: Benford's Law and behavioural red flags

-> The investigation protocol: preserve before you confront
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-> Whistleblower channels and why they work

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Apply the Fraud Triangle to assess fraud risk in a team

* Spot the most common fraud mechanism: management override

* Use Benford's Law and red-flag indicators to detect manipulation

* Run an investigation in the correct order without alerting the suspect

* Design a whistleblower channel that actually surfaces fraud

THE ONE QUESTION

If someone in your finance team were quietly stealing, what signal

would reach you first -- and would you recognise it?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

Fraud needs three things at once -- the Fraud Triangle: Pressure (a financial need), Opportunity (a

control gap), and Rationalisation (a story that makes it acceptable). Remove any one and the fraud

usually does not happen. Opportunity is the one a CFO controls directly.

The most common mechanism is not a junior clerk -- it is management override of controls, present

in roughly 78% of occupational fraud. The people the controls trust most are the people who can

switch them off.

Detection leans on patterns. Benford's Law says the first digits of natural financial data follow a

predictable distribution; manipulated numbers deviate. Behavioural red flags -- an employee who

never takes leave, a vendor address matching a staff address, round-number invoices just under

approval limits -- add to the picture.

When something is wrong, the order matters absolutely: Preserve, then Collect, then Analyse, then

Report. Preserve the evidence before anyone alerts the suspect. Confront first and the records

vanish.
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SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

The Benford anomaly in Hartwell's pre-acquisition vendor payments was the signal. Suraj did not

call a meeting. He preserved the data first -- a forensic copy of the ledger and email archive --

before a single word reached the manager involved.

Collection then analysis showed a cluster of payments to a vendor whose bank account matched a

former Hartwell employee's. The rationalisation, when it surfaced, was textbook: 'the company

owed me.' Pressure, opportunity, rationalisation -- all three, exactly as the triangle predicts.

Because it was caught during due diligence and handled in the right order, it became a price

adjustment and a closed chapter, not a post-acquisition disaster. Suraj's note to Daniel was short:

the warning signals were there for years; no one had been looking.

THE VISUAL -- THE FORENSIC LENS

What is at stake when no one is reading the signals -- then the triangle, the tests, and the protocol.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s ABOUT 78% OF OCCUPATIONAL FRAUD INVOLVES MANAGEMENT

OVERRIDE OF CONTROLS.
The fraud risk is rarely the junior clerk. It is the person trusted to switch the controls off.

s RED FLAG

Round-number invoices just under the approval limit, a manager who never takes leave, a vendor address

that matches a staff address -- single facts, but together a pattern.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

You are absorbing another company's legacy books. Inherited fraud becomes your fraud the moment the

deal closes -- unless you find it first.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Forensic finance is pattern-reading, not accusation. Benford's Law and red flags tell you where to look

before you ever name a name.

u THE CFO'S CALL

Preserve, then collect, then analyse, then report. Never confront first -- the moment the suspect knows, the

evidence starts disappearing.
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7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The instinctive error: calling the person in to 'ask them about it'. That single conversation destroys the

records you needed to prove anything.

IF: You confront the suspect before preserving the evidence

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Evidence intact destroyed

Recovery / prosecution possible unlikely

Other accomplices exposed warned

Insurance claim supported weakened

THE TRIANGLE, THE TESTS, THE PROTOCOL

THE FRAUD TRIANGLE

Pressure A financial need or target the person must meet

Opportunity A control gap that makes it possible -- the CFO's lever

Rationalisation A story that makes it feel acceptable

PRESERVE

Secure the data before anyone is alerted

COLLECT

Gather records, emails, transactions

ANALYSE

Trace the pattern and the money

REPORT

To the audit committee and, if needed, authorities

DETECTION SIGNALS n TEMPLATE

Signal What it suggests Test

Benford deviation Numbers chosen, not natural First-digit analysis

No leave taken No cover to expose a scheme HR + duty rotation

Vendor = staff address Phantom vendor Master-file match

Just-under-limit invoices Avoiding approval Threshold analysis

ƒ No single signal is proof. A cluster of them is where you start looking.

ANTI-FRAUD PROGRAMME

7 Whistleblower hotline -- protected and independent

! Mandatory leave / job rotation in finance
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n Vendor master matched against employee data

n Benford and exception analytics run monthly

WHY A HOTLINE WORKS

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Fraud detection speed Slow 50% faster ON TRACK

Detection cost High ~Half ON TRACK

Tips as detection source -- Largest single ON TRACK

Channel at Brightline Group None To build OFF TRACK

BY THE NUMBERS

RED FLAGS REVIEWED

12

CASES OPENED

1

CONTROLS ADDED

4

AMOUNT RECOVERED

$0.2M

FRAUD RISK BY TYPE

Likelihood Impact

Asset

misappropriation
Low Medium

Financial statement Low High

Corruption / bribery Low Medium

Detect Investigate Act Prevent

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, fraud was something that happened to other companies. After it, it is a risk the

CFO actively reads, tests for, and investigates correctly.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From trust to pattern-reading
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Benford, red flags, and exception analytics run routinely -- the CFO looks at the shape of the

numbers, not just the totals.

From confront to preserve

When something looks wrong, the evidence is secured before anyone is alerted. Order is

everything.

From silence to safe channels

A protected whistleblower hotline turns the workforce into the largest, fastest detection system

there is.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. In your finance team, where is the single biggest 'opportunity' -- the control gap a

motivated person could exploit? That is your first fix.

2. If you suspected fraud tomorrow, do you know the order of steps -- and who you would call

first? If your instinct is to confront, retrain it now.

3. Do you have a whistleblower channel that is genuinely protected and independent? If not,

that is the highest-leverage anti-fraud investment you can make.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

Fraud is rarely a master criminal. It is an ordinary person under pressure, who found an

opening you left, and told themselves a story. Close the opening, and most of it never begins.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Forensic finance is the CFO's early-warning sense: reading the signals in the numbers, and --

when something is wrong -- investigating in an order that preserves the truth.
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At Brightline Group, the discipline turned an inherited fraud into a price adjustment instead of a

scandal. The signals had been visible for years; the difference was that someone finally looked.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 Fraud Triangle: Pressure plus Opportunity plus Rationalisation -- all three present is the

highest risk.

02 Around 78% of occupational fraud involves management override of controls.

03 Benford's Law: natural first-digit distributions; deviations signal manipulation.

04 Investigation order: Preserve, Collect, Analyse, Report -- preserve before alerting the

suspect.

05 Red flags: no leave taken, vendor-staff address matches, just-under-limit invoices.

06 Whistleblower hotlines detect fraud about 50% faster, at roughly half the cost.

07 Satyam: a $1.5B fraud over seven years, with visible warning signals no one acted on.

08 Opportunity is the leg of the triangle a CFO controls directly -- close the gaps.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 4

Financial Governance: Policies and Procedures

The Written Rules That Make Controls Durable and Consistent Across a Group
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04
Financial Governance: Policies and

Procedures

The Written Rules That Make Controls Durable and Consistent Across a

Group

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | First Group Policy Framework | One Delegation of Authority

INTRODUCTION

Suraj asked a simple question and got three different answers. 'Who can approve a $40,000

purchase here?' Brightline said the CFO; Hartwell said a manager; nobody had it in writing. 'A

control without a written policy is just a habit,' Suraj said. 'And habits walk out the door the day the

person who held them does.'

Controls are the locks; governance is the written rulebook that says who holds which key, when,

and up to what limit. Without it, a group runs on memory and personality -- and both are fragile.

For a newly merged group, financial governance is what turns two sets of informal practices into

one consistent, documented system: a policy framework, a clear delegation of authority, and active

monitoring that the rules are actually followed.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> The finance policy framework -- rules written down

-> Delegation of authority: who approves what, up to what value

-> Compliance monitoring -- are the policies actually followed?
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-> Why undocumented control is fragile control

-> Governance as the glue that holds a merged group together

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Build a finance policy framework that documents the key rules

* Design a delegation-of-authority matrix by value and type

* Monitor compliance so policies are followed, not just filed

* See why undocumented practice is a hidden risk

* Use governance to unify two merged finance functions

THE ONE QUESTION

In your business, who can approve a large payment -- and is that

written down, or does it live in one person's head?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

A finance policy framework is the set of documented rules that govern money: spending limits,

approval routes, expense policy, banking authority, contract sign-off. Written down, they are

consistent and survive staff turnover. Unwritten, they are habits that vanish with the people who

held them.

At its core sits the delegation of authority -- a matrix stating exactly who can approve what, up to

what value. A team lead to $5K, a manager to $25K, the CFO to $100K, the board above that.

Clear thresholds remove both bottlenecks and free-for-alls.

Compliance monitoring closes the loop: spot-checking that approvals followed the matrix, that

policies were applied, that exceptions were authorised. A policy nobody checks is a suggestion.

The check is what gives it force.

In a merged group, governance is the glue. Two companies arrive with two sets of informal

practices; one documented framework and one delegation matrix turn them into a single,
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predictable system -- which is exactly what a board, an auditor, and an investor expect to see.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj's first governance act at Brightline Group was unglamorous and decisive: one

delegation-of-authority matrix for the whole group, written down, signed off by the board. Approval

limits, banking authority, contract sign-off -- all defined, all consistent across both entities.

Then a policy framework: expense policy, procurement rules, capital-approval thresholds, banking

mandates. Hartwell's informal practices were folded into Brightline's documented ones, with the

gaps closed rather than averaged.

Compliance monitoring made it real: a quarterly check that approvals had followed the matrix. The

first review found three payments approved outside authority -- not fraud, just habit. Now there was

a rule, a record, and a check. The group ran on policy, not on personality.

THE VISUAL -- THE GOVERNANCE FRAMEWORK

What is at stake when the rules are unwritten -- then the policy framework, the authority matrix, and

the monitoring.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s A CONTROL WITHOUT A WRITTEN POLICY IS JUST A HABIT -- AND

HABITS LEAVE WITH PEOPLE.
If only one person knows who can approve what, the group's governance walks out the door the day

they do.

s RED FLAG

Three different answers to 'who can approve this' is not flexibility -- it is the absence of governance, and

the opening for error or fraud.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

A merger brings two informal rulebooks together. Without one written framework, approvals become

inconsistent and accountability blurs exactly when it matters most.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Governance is the written rulebook: the policy framework and the delegation of authority that make

controls consistent, durable, and auditable.
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u THE CFO'S CALL

Write one delegation-of-authority matrix and one policy framework for the whole group -- then monitor that

they are actually followed.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: assuming everyone 'knows the rules'. Unwritten rules are applied differently by everyone and

enforced by no one.

IF: Approval authority is never written down

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Consistency across group one rule three habits

Survives staff turnover yes no

Auditability clear none

Fraud / error opening closed open

FRAMEWORK, AUTHORITY, MONITORING

DELEGATION OF AUTHORITY n TEMPLATE

Role Approve up to Banking

Team lead $5,000 View only

Manager $25,000 Initiate

CFO $100,000 Authorise

Board Above $100,000 Mandate changes

ƒ Clear thresholds remove both bottlenecks and free-for-alls.

GOVERNANCE BUILDING BLOCKS

Policy framework Documented rules: spend, expense, procurement, banking

Delegation of authority Who approves what, up to what value

Compliance monitoring Checking the rules were actually followed

Exception An authorised, recorded departure from policy

GOVERNANCE HEALTH -- GROUP

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Policies documented Partial Complete WATCH
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One DOA matrix No Yes OFF TRACK

Approvals within authority 97% 100% WATCH

Quarterly compliance check None In place OFF TRACK

GOVERNANCE CHECKLIST

! Key finance policies written and approved

7 Single delegation-of-authority matrix

7 Compliance monitored quarterly

n Exceptions authorised and recorded

BY THE NUMBERS

POLICIES DOCUMENTED

100%

AUTHORITY LEVELS

4

APPROVALS IN-POLICY

100%
s 3%

EXCEPTIONS

AUTHORISED

100%

Policy Authority Monitor Enforce

GROUP POLICY SUITE n TEMPLATE

Policy Owner Reviewed

Expense Controller Yes

Procurement Operations Yes

Banking authority CFO Yes

Capital approval CFO / Board Yes

ƒ One documented suite, one owner each, reviewed -- governance the board can see.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, the rules lived in people's heads. After it, they live in a documented framework

the whole group follows and the board can see.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:
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From habit to policy

The key financial rules are written down, so they are consistent and survive the people who

made them.

From ambiguity to authority

One delegation matrix states exactly who approves what, removing both bottlenecks and

free-for-alls.

From trust to monitoring

Compliance is checked, not assumed -- a policy nobody verifies is merely a suggestion.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Write down your delegation of authority: who can approve what, up to what value? If you

cannot, that gap is your first governance task.

2. Which of your key finance rules exist only as habits in someone's head? Those are the

ones most at risk.

3. When did you last check that approvals actually followed your own rules? If never, the

rules have no force yet.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

Governance is boring until the day the person who 'just knew the rules' leaves, or a payment

slips through that no one was authorised to make. Write it down before that day, not after.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Financial governance is the written rulebook that makes controls durable: a policy framework, a

delegation of authority, and the monitoring that gives them force.
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At Brightline Group, one matrix and one framework turned two sets of habits into a single

predictable system -- exactly what a board and an investor expect to find.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 A finance policy framework documents the key rules so they survive staff turnover.

02 The delegation of authority states who approves what, up to what value.

03 Clear approval thresholds remove both bottlenecks and free-for-alls.

04 Compliance monitoring checks that the rules were actually followed.

05 An unwritten rule is applied differently by everyone and enforced by no one.

06 In a merged group, one framework unifies two sets of informal practices.

07 A policy nobody checks is a suggestion -- the check is what gives it force.

08 Governance lets a group run on policy, not on personality.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 5

Enterprise Risk Management: Scoring and Registers

Naming, Scoring, and Owning the Risks That Could Define the Year
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05
Enterprise Risk Management: Scoring and

Registers

Naming, Scoring, and Owning the Risks That Could Define the Year

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | First Group Risk Register | Quarterly Board Reporting

INTRODUCTION

Suraj put one question to Daniel and Sarah: 'Name the ten things that could seriously hurt

Brightline Group this year.' Silence. Sarah managed three; Daniel two; they overlapped. 'That,'

Suraj said, 'is the real risk. A risk you have not named is one you cannot manage, fund against, or

even see coming.'

Enterprise risk management is not a binder. It is the disciplined habit of naming what could go

wrong, scoring it by likelihood and impact, assigning an owner, and reviewing it before it becomes

the emergency that consumes the year.

For a newly merged $24M group, the risks have multiplied -- integration, customer concentration,

key-person dependency, supply, currency, cyber -- and no single person is holding the whole map.

The CFO's job is to build that map and keep the board looking at it.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> What enterprise risk management actually is

-> Scoring risk: likelihood times impact

-> The risk register and key risk indicators (KRIs)

-> Ownership, mitigation, and quarterly board reporting
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-> Why investor-grade risk governance is rewarded

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Build a group risk register with scored, owned risks

* Score risks by likelihood and impact on a consistent scale

* Define key risk indicators that give early warning

* Assign mitigation owners and report risk to the board quarterly

* Treat enterprise risk as a non-delegable CFO accountability

THE ONE QUESTION

What are the ten things that could seriously damage your business

this year -- and who, by name, owns each one?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

Enterprise risk management is systematic: identify the risks, score each by likelihood and impact,

record them in a register, assign an owner and a mitigation, and monitor them with key risk

indicators. The register is alive -- reviewed quarterly, not filed annually.

Scoring turns a vague worry into a priority. Likelihood times impact gives a score; the

high-likelihood, high-impact risks rise to the top and get the attention and money. Everything below

gets monitored, not ignored.

Key risk indicators are early-warning metrics -- customer concentration above a threshold, days of

cash below a floor, a single supplier above a share. A KRI moving the wrong way is the smoke

before the fire.

Ownership is the part most companies skip. Every risk needs a named owner accountable for its

mitigation. And the whole register is reported to the board quarterly -- because enterprise risk is a

CFO accountability that can be executed by others but never delegated away.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE
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Suraj ran a risk workshop with Daniel, Sarah, and the operations heads. The combined group's top

risks surfaced fast once they were forced onto paper: RetailMax customer concentration, Hartwell

integration slippage, a single key supplier, key-person dependency on two managers, and cash

headroom during integration.

Each was scored likelihood-by-impact, given an owner, and matched with a KRI: concentration

above 25% of revenue, integration milestones behind plan, cash below sixty days. The register

went to the board the next quarter -- and every quarter after.

Within two quarters, the concentration KRI tripped. Because it was named, scored, and watched,

the group acted early -- broadening the customer base -- instead of discovering the dependency

the day RetailMax renegotiated. That is the entire point of the discipline.

THE VISUAL -- THE RISK SYSTEM

What is at stake when risks are unnamed -- then the register, the scoring grid, and the

early-warning indicators.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s A RISK YOU HAVE NOT NAMED IS ONE YOU CANNOT MANAGE, FUND

AGAINST, OR SEE COMING.
Most companies discover their biggest risk on the day it arrives -- not the quarter before.

s RED FLAG

If your leadership team cannot name the top ten risks in two minutes, the risks are not gone -- they are

simply unmanaged.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

A merger multiplies risk: integration, two customer bases, two supply chains, key-person dependency --

exactly when no one is holding the whole map.

WHAT THIS MEANS

A risk register is not paperwork. It is the difference between acting a quarter early and reacting a day too

late.

u THE CFO'S CALL
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Give every risk a named owner and a key risk indicator. Report the register to the board quarterly --

accountability you can never delegate.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: a register built once for the auditor and never reopened. A risk map that is not reviewed quarterly

is a snapshot of last year's worries.

IF: Customer concentration is never named or watched

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Early warning KRI trips none

Time to react one quarter one day

Negotiating position strong desperate

Revenue at risk managed exposed

REGISTER, GRID, INDICATORS

GROUP RISK REGISTER n TEMPLATE

Risk Likelihood Impact Owner

RetailMax concentration Medium High CEO

Hartwell integration slip High High CFO

Single key supplier Medium High Ops

Key-person dependency Medium Medium HR

Cash headroom in integration Medium High CFO

ƒ Likelihood x Impact gives the score. The top of the list gets the money and the attention.

LIKELIHOOD X IMPACT GRID

Low Impact Med Impact High Impact

High Likelihood Monitor Act Act now

Med Likelihood Accept Monitor Act

Low Likelihood Accept Accept Monitor

KEY RISK INDICATORS (KRIS) n TEMPLATE

Indicator Threshold Status

Top-customer share < 25% of revenue Tripped

Days cash on hand > 60 days OK
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Single-supplier share < 30% of spend Watch

Integration milestones On plan Behind

ƒ A KRI moving the wrong way is the smoke before the fire. Watch it, do not wait for it.

ERM DISCIPLINE CHECKLIST

3 Top risks named and scored

! Each risk has a named owner

n KRIs defined with thresholds

n Register reported to board quarterly

BY THE NUMBERS

RISKS REGISTERED

18

HIGH RISKS

4

MITIGATED

11

RESIDUAL HIGH

1

RISK MAP (LIKELIHOOD X IMPACT)

Low Medium High

Likely Monitor Act Act

Possible Accept Monitor Act

Rare Accept Accept Monitor

Identify Score Mitigate Monitor

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, risk was whatever the loudest recent problem was. After it, risk is a named,

scored, owned, and monitored map the board sees every quarter.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From vague worry to scored priority

Likelihood times impact turns a hundred anxieties into a ranked list of what actually deserves

money and attention.
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From orphan risk to owned risk

Every material risk carries a named owner and a mitigation -- not a shared, unowned sense of

unease.

From annual binder to living register

The register is reviewed and reported quarterly, with KRIs giving early warning before a risk

becomes an event.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Write down the ten risks that could most damage your business this year. If it takes more

than five minutes, that gap is itself your biggest risk.

2. For each of your top five risks, name the single person accountable. Any risk without an

owner is unmanaged by definition.

3. Pick one risk and define a KRI with a threshold. What early signal would tell you it is

moving the wrong way -- before it arrives?

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

Every company has the same number of risks. The well-run ones simply know what theirs are

called, who owns them, and which one is moving -- a quarter before it moves.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Enterprise risk management is the CFO turning a fog of worries into a map: named, scored,

owned, watched, and reported. It does not remove risk -- it removes surprise.

At Brightline Group, the concentration risk tripped its indicator and was acted on a quarter early,

because someone had named it. That single save pays for the whole discipline.
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CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 Enterprise risk management is systematic: identify, score, register, own, mitigate,

monitor.

02 Score risk by likelihood times impact; the top of the list gets the resources.

03 The risk register is living -- reviewed quarterly, not filed once a year.

04 Key risk indicators give early warning before a risk becomes an event.

05 Every material risk needs a single named owner accountable for mitigation.

06 Enterprise risk is reported to the board quarterly as standard governance.

07 CFO ownership of enterprise risk is non-delegable -- execution delegates, accountability

does not.

08 Investor-grade risk governance is rewarded with lower cost of capital and higher trust.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 6

Insurance and Risk Transfer

Deciding Which Risks to Carry, Which to Transfer, and What It Is Worth
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06
Insurance and Risk Transfer

Deciding Which Risks to Carry, Which to Transfer, and What It Is Worth

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | Risk Register Meets the Balance Sheet | Transfer vs Retain

INTRODUCTION

With the group's risk register built, Daniel assumed the next step was to insure everything on it.

Suraj slowed him down. 'Insurance is one tool for risk, not the answer to all of it. For each risk we

decide: do we reduce it, retain it because we can absorb it, or transfer it to an insurer because it

could be ruinous? Insurance is how we transfer the few risks that could end the group -- and we

pay only for those.'

Every business carries risk. A CFO's job is not to eliminate it -- that is impossible -- but to decide,

for each one, whether to reduce it, retain it, or transfer it. Insurance is the transfer tool, and it

should be aimed at the risks that are rare but ruinous.

At group scale the decision sharpens: which catastrophic exposures must be transferred, which

can the group absorb itself, and is the premium a fair price for the certainty it buys?

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> Risk transfer as one of four choices

-> The group covers that matter

-> Transfer versus retention -- where the line sits

-> Underinsurance and the cost of getting it wrong
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-> Insurance as a deliberate financial decision

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Place insurance within the full set of risk responses

* Identify the catastrophic covers a group needs

* Decide which risks to transfer and which to retain

* Avoid underinsurance on the risks that matter

* Treat insurance as a priced financial decision

THE ONE QUESTION

For your biggest risks, have you decided which to absorb and which

to transfer -- or are you simply insuring whatever is easy and hoping

for the rest?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

Risk has four responses: reduce it through controls, retain it because the business can absorb it,

transfer it to someone better placed to carry it, or avoid the activity entirely. Insurance is the

transfer tool -- and like any tool, it fits some risks and wastes money on others.

Transfer the rare-but-ruinous; retain the small-but-frequent. A loss the group could absorb from

cash is cheaper to self-insure than to pay premiums on year after year. A loss that could end the

group -- a major liability, a key facility, a director's exposure -- must be transferred whatever the

premium.

At group scale the core covers are property and business interruption, broad liability,

directors-and-officers, cyber, and key-person. Each transfers a specific catastrophic exposure. The

premium is the price of certainty: a small, known cost in place of a large, unknown one.

Underinsurance is the silent failure. A sum insured set too low to save premium pays out

proportionally less, leaving the group short exactly when it relies on the cover. The discipline is to

match cover to the real exposure, transfer only what should be transferred, and treat the whole
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thing as the priced financial decision it is.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj took Brightline Group's risk register and, for each major risk, made the call: reduce, retain, or

transfer. Small, frequent losses -- minor damage, routine claims -- the group retained, cheaper to

absorb than to insure. The rare, ruinous ones he transferred.

He matched the transfers to real exposure: property and business-interruption cover at true

replacement value, broad liability, directors-and-officers cover for Daniel and the board, cyber

cover behind the new controls, and key-person cover on the people the group could not operate

without. He found, and fixed, an under-insured warehouse that would have paid a fraction of its

loss.

The premium rose, but deliberately and modestly, and the group's exposure to a business-ending

event fell sharply. 'We are not insuring everything,' Suraj told the board. 'We are transferring the

handful of risks that could end us, retaining what we can absorb, and paying a fair price for the

certainty. That is risk management, not just buying policies.'

THE VISUAL -- TRANSFER, RETAIN, OR REDUCE

What is at stake when everything is insured or nothing is -- then the four responses, the covers,

and the transfer line.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s INSURANCE IS HOW YOU TRANSFER THE FEW RISKS THAT COULD

END THE GROUP -- NOT A POLICY FOR EVERYTHING.
Insure the rare-but-ruinous; retain the small-but-frequent. Pay for certainty only where the loss could be

catastrophic.

s RED FLAG

Insuring everything wastes premium; insuring nothing courts ruin. Both come from not deciding, risk by

risk, which to transfer and which to retain.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

The group has a risk register but no transfer decision. Each major risk needs a deliberate call -- reduce,

retain, or transfer -- before the next loss tests it.
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WHAT THIS MEANS

Risk transfer is one of four responses: reduce, retain, transfer, or avoid. Insurance transfers the

catastrophic exposures for a known premium.

u THE CFO'S CALL

For each major risk, decide reduce / retain / transfer; insure the ruinous at true value; retain what the group

can absorb; price the certainty.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: setting the sum insured low to save premium. Underinsurance pays out proportionally less,

exactly when the group needs all of it.

IF: A catastrophic risk is under-insured to save premium

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Premium saved small small

Loss when it hits covered part-covered

Group's exposure transferred retained by accident

Survivability protected threatened

THE FOUR RESPONSES, AND THE COVERS THAT MATTER

THE FOUR RISK RESPONSES

Reduce Lower the risk with controls

Retain Absorb it -- cheaper than insuring small, frequent loss

Transfer Insure it -- for rare, ruinous exposures

Avoid Stop the activity that creates it

GROUP COVERS THAT MATTER n TEMPLATE

Cover Transfers the risk of Decision

Property + business interruption Fire, damage, lost income Transfer

Liability Harm to third parties / products Transfer

Directors & officers Personal exposure of the board Transfer

Cyber Breach / fraud behind the controls Transfer

Key-person Loss of someone vital Transfer

ƒ Transfer the catastrophic. Retain the routine. Match cover to real exposure.
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RISK-TRANSFER HEALTH -- GROUP

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Each major risk has a decision Some All WATCH

Catastrophic covers at true value Underinsured Matched OFF TRACK

D&O; cover for the board None In place OFF TRACK

Routine losses retained, not

insured
Mixed Deliberate WATCH

RISK-TRANSFER CHECKLIST

! Every major risk: reduce / retain / transfer decided

n Catastrophic exposures transferred at true value

n Small, frequent losses retained deliberately

7 No underinsurance on the risks that could end the group

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, insurance was a cost Daniel wanted to minimise or apply to everything. After it,

it is a deliberate transfer of the few risks that could end the group.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From buying policies to managing risk

Insurance is one of four responses, chosen risk by risk -- not a blanket applied or avoided.

From everything to the catastrophic

Cover targets rare, ruinous exposures; the group retains what it can absorb.

From cheap premium to true value

Sums insured match real exposure, so the cover pays in full when it is needed.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Take your biggest risks one by one. For each, have you decided to reduce, retain, or

transfer it -- or are you just hoping?
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2. Check your catastrophic covers against true replacement value. If any were set low to

save premium, you are underinsured where it matters most.

3. Are you paying premiums on small losses you could easily absorb? Retaining those and

transferring only the ruinous is usually the cheaper, stronger position.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

Daniel, risk management is not buying every policy a broker offers, nor refusing them all to

save money. It is deciding, risk by risk, what you can carry and what could carry you off -- and

transferring only the second kind, at a fair price.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Insurance is risk transfer -- one of four responses alongside reduce, retain, and avoid -- aimed at

the rare, ruinous risks that could end the group, at a fair price for the certainty.

At Brightline Group, deciding reduce/retain/transfer for each major risk, transferring the

catastrophic at true value, and retaining the routine, cut the group's exposure deliberately and

modestly.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 Risk has four responses: reduce, retain, transfer, or avoid.

02 Insurance is the transfer tool -- it fits some risks and wastes money on others.

03 Transfer the rare-but-ruinous; retain the small-but-frequent.

04 Core group covers: property/BI, liability, D&O;, cyber, key-person.

05 The premium is the price of certainty -- a small known cost for a large unknown one.

06 Underinsurance pays out proportionally less, exactly when it is needed.

07 Match cover to real exposure, not to the cheapest premium.



THE CFO PLAYBOOK Ch 6  |  Insurance and Risk Transfer

Suraj Kumar Lohani  |  7AM & Realtime CFO  |  7amandrealtimecfo.com 43

08 Insurance is a priced financial decision, not a blanket bought or avoided.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 7

Strategic Finance: Connecting Numbers to Strategy

The Few Numbers That Tell the CEO Whether the Strategy Is Working
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07
Strategic Finance: Connecting Numbers to

Strategy

The Few Numbers That Tell the CEO Whether the Strategy Is Working

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | CEO Dashboard | Strategy-to-Metric Translation

INTRODUCTION

Daniel's old dashboard had thirty-one metrics. He watched all of them and understood none. Suraj

deleted twenty-six. 'These five,' he said, 'tell you whether the strategy is working. The other

twenty-six told you the company was busy. Busy and winning are not the same thing.'

A CEO does not need more metrics. They need the few that connect directly to strategy -- the ones

that, if they move the right way, mean the plan is working, and if they move wrong, mean

something must change.

Strategic KPIs are the translation layer between strategy and numbers. The CFO's job is to find

them, separate the leading from the lagging, and have the discipline to ignore everything else.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> Strategic KPIs versus operational noise

-> Leading versus lagging indicators

-> Translating strategy into a handful of measures

-> The CEO dashboard: design and discipline

-> Targets, trends, and the courage to delete
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CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Distinguish the few strategic KPIs from operational noise

* Separate leading indicators from lagging results

* Translate a strategy into five measurable KPIs

* Design a CEO dashboard that drives decisions, not reports

* Delete the vanity metrics that crowd out the real drivers

THE ONE QUESTION

If you could see only five numbers about your business each week,

which five would tell you whether your strategy is winning?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

A strategic KPI connects directly to the strategy. If the strategy is to grow through customer

expansion, the KPI is net revenue retention, not total emails sent. Most dashboards drown the

strategic few in operational many.

Leading indicators predict; lagging indicators confirm. Revenue is lagging -- by the time it moves,

the cause is months old. Pipeline, win rate, and retention are leading -- they tell you where revenue

is heading while you can still change it.

Translating strategy into KPIs is the real skill. Each strategic priority gets one or two measures that

genuinely move with it. If a metric can be high while the strategy fails, it is the wrong metric.

The CEO dashboard shows the chosen few against target and trend -- nothing more. The hardest

part is deletion: removing the thirty comfortable metrics everyone is attached to, so the five that

matter are finally visible.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Brightline Group's strategy after the merger was clear: integrate Hartwell, broaden beyond

RetailMax, and lift margin. Suraj translated it into five KPIs -- integration milestones on plan,
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customer concentration, gross margin, net revenue retention, and cash runway.

Four were leading; only margin was lagging. Together they answered the only question Daniel

needed each week: is the strategy working? When concentration ticked up and retention dipped,

the dashboard flagged it months before revenue would have.

The twenty-six deleted metrics did not disappear -- they moved to operational reports owned by

their teams. The CEO view stayed at five. Daniel finally had a dashboard he could read in two

minutes and act on by lunch.

THE VISUAL -- THE STRATEGIC VIEW

What is at stake when the dashboard is noise -- then the leading-versus-lagging split and the CEO

view.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s A DASHBOARD OF THIRTY METRICS TELLS A CEO THE COMPANY IS

BUSY -- NOT WHETHER IT IS WINNING.
Busy and winning are not the same thing. Most dashboards measure the first and miss the second.

s RED FLAG

If every metric is on the dashboard, none is prioritised -- and the five that decide the strategy are buried

under twenty-five that do not.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

Post-merger, the strategy is specific: integrate, diversify, lift margin. The dashboard must measure those,

not generic activity.

WHAT THIS MEANS

A strategic KPI moves with the strategy. If a metric can be green while the strategy fails, it is the wrong

metric on the board.

u THE CFO'S CALL

Choose five strategic KPIs, weight them toward leading indicators, and delete the rest from the CEO view

-- push them to operational reports.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG
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The trap: measuring what is easy to count instead of what matters. Activity metrics feel productive and

predict nothing.

IF: The CEO watches activity metrics instead of strategic ones

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Early warning leading KPIs none

Decision speed fast slow

Strategy drift caught early caught late

Dashboard length 5 metrics 31 metrics

LEADING vs LAGGING, AND THE CEO VIEW

LEADING VS LAGGING

Lagging Confirms the past -- e.g. revenue, profit

Leading Predicts the future -- e.g. pipeline, retention

Strategic KPI Moves directly with a strategic priority

Vanity metric Looks good, predicts nothing

CEO DASHBOARD -- BRIGHTLINE GROUP

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Integration milestones Behind On plan OFF TRACK

Customer concentration 31% < 25% WATCH

Gross margin 37% 40% WATCH

Net revenue retention 104% 110% WATCH

GROUP REVENUE

$24M

GROSS MARGIN

37%

NET RETENTION

104%

CASH RUNWAY

7 mo

STRATEGY-TO-KPI MAP n TEMPLATE

Strategic priority KPI Type

Integrate Hartwell Milestones on plan Leading

Diversify customers Concentration % Leading
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Lift profitability Gross margin Lagging

Grow existing accounts Net retention Leading

ƒ Each priority gets one KPI that genuinely moves with it. If it cannot fail the strategy, cut it.

DASHBOARD DISCIPLINE

n Five strategic KPIs, not thirty

! Weighted toward leading indicators

n Each tied to a strategic priority

n Operational metrics moved off the CEO view

BY THE NUMBERS

STRATEGIC KPIS

6

ON TRACK

5

OKRS SET

4

INITIATIVES FUNDED

3

Strategy Driver KPI Action

STRATEGY TO METRIC n TEMPLATE

Goal Driver KPI

Diversify revenue New channels % off top customer

Protect margin Mix + pricing CM2 %

Free up cash Working capital CCC days

ƒ Every strategic goal traces to a driver and a single number that moves it.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, the CEO watched everything and saw nothing. After it, five strategic KPIs tell

them whether the plan is working, in two minutes.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From activity to strategy

Metrics are chosen because they move with the strategy -- not because they are easy to

count.
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From lagging to leading

The dashboard leans on indicators that predict, so the CEO can act before revenue confirms

the problem.

From thirty to five

The CEO view is ruthlessly cut to the few that matter; the rest live in operational reports owned

by their teams.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Write your strategy in one sentence, then name the five KPIs that would prove it is

working. Struggle here means the strategy is unclear.

2. Of your current top metrics, which are leading and which are lagging? If they are mostly

lagging, you are always reacting late.

3. What would you delete from your dashboard if you could only keep five? The discomfort of

that choice is the exercise working.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

A CEO does not need to see everything. They need to see the five things that mean the

strategy is working -- and the courage of their CFO to delete the other twenty-six.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Strategic KPIs are the bridge between strategy and numbers: the few leading measures that tell a

CEO whether the plan is winning while there is still time to change it.

At Brightline Group, five KPIs replaced thirty-one, and the concentration risk surfaced months

early. The deletion was the discipline; the clarity was the payoff.
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CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 A strategic KPI connects directly to a strategic priority -- not to generic activity.

02 Leading indicators predict; lagging indicators confirm. Lean on leading.

03 If a metric can be green while the strategy fails, it is the wrong metric.

04 Translate each strategic priority into one or two measures that move with it.

05 The CEO dashboard shows the chosen few against target and trend -- nothing more.

06 The hardest, most valuable act is deletion -- removing comfortable, useless metrics.

07 Deleted metrics move to operational reports owned by their teams, not the CEO view.

08 Five readable KPIs beat thirty unreadable ones every single time.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 8

Board Communication: Presenting to the Board

Turning a Data Dump into a Story the Board Can Act On
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08
Board Communication: Presenting to the

Board

Turning a Data Dump into a Story the Board Can Act On

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | New Board Pack | Growth Capital Conversations Beginning

INTRODUCTION

Daniel had survived years of board meetings without enjoying one. Suraj rebuilt the pack: forty

dense slides became a one-page dashboard and a short, honest narrative. At the next meeting,

Daniel sat back afterward. 'That,' he said, 'was the first board meeting I actually understood -- and

the first where we decided something instead of just reviewing the past.'

A board does not need more data. It needs the few numbers that matter, the story behind them,

and the decisions it is being asked to make. Most finance teams give the opposite: forty slides of

detail and no clear ask.

As Brightline Group begins conversations for growth capital, communication stops being a courtesy

and becomes a lever. The same numbers, framed as a clear narrative, build the trust that unlocks

money -- or, framed as a data dump, quietly erode it.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> What a board actually needs -- decisions, not data

-> The one-page dashboard and the narrative around it

-> Structuring the board pack

-> Communicating bad news early and well
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-> Investor communication and the financial narrative

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Build a board pack that leads with decisions, not detail

* Design a one-page dashboard of the few numbers that matter

* Write a financial narrative a non-finance director can follow

* Deliver bad news early, with a plan attached

* Communicate with investors in a way that builds durable trust

THE ONE QUESTION

After your last board meeting, did the board make a decision -- or

did they just receive a report?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

A board's time is scarce and its members are not all financial. They need three things: the few

numbers that show how the business is really doing, the story that explains why, and the specific

decisions they are being asked to make. Everything else is appendix.

The one-page dashboard does the heavy lifting: revenue, margin, cash, and the two or three KPIs

that actually drive this business, each shown against plan and trend. The narrative around it

answers the only question that matters -- so what, and what do we do?

Bad news is a test of a CFO. Delivered early, with context and a plan, it builds trust: the board

learns it can rely on you to tell it the truth. Delivered late, or buried, it destroys credibility

permanently -- and boards never fully trust a CFO twice.

Investor communication is the same discipline aimed outward: a consistent, honest financial

narrative. Investors fund clarity and candour. A CFO who explains the misses as openly as the

wins earns the trust that lowers the cost and raises the availability of capital.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE



THE CFO PLAYBOOK Ch 8  |  Board Communication: Presenting to the

Suraj Kumar Lohani  |  7AM & Realtime CFO  |  7amandrealtimecfo.com 53

Suraj's new board pack for Brightline Group opened with one page: group revenue $24M, a margin

trend, cash and runway, the integration milestone status, and the customer-concentration KRI.

Then a single page of narrative, and a clear list of three decisions for the board to make.

When the integration slipped a month, Suraj led with it -- early, with the cause and the recovery

plan already attached. A director later told Daniel it was the moment the board started trusting the

new finance leadership.

As growth-capital talks began, the same clarity carried outward. Investors did not get a glossy

story; they got a straight one, misses included. That candour, Suraj knew, is what actually moves

the cost of capital -- the subject of a later chapter, but rooted here, in how the story is told.

THE VISUAL -- THE COMMUNICATION SYSTEM

What is at stake when finance buries the signal -- then the dashboard, the pack structure, and the

bad-news rule.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s A FORTY-SLIDE BOARD PACK WITH NO CLEAR ASK IS A REPORT,

NOT A DECISION.
Boards drown in data and starve for direction. The CFO's job is to invert that.

s RED FLAG

If your board reviews the past instead of deciding the future, the pack is failing -- however thorough and

accurate it is.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

Growth-capital conversations are starting. From here on, how the story is told moves the cost and

availability of money, not just the mood of a meeting.

WHAT THIS MEANS

A board needs the few numbers that matter, the story behind them, and the decisions it is being asked to

make. Everything else is appendix.

u THE CFO'S CALL

Lead every pack with a one-page dashboard and three clear decisions. Deliver bad news first, early, with a

plan already attached.
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7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: burying a miss deep in slide thirty-one. Boards forgive bad news told early; they never fully trust

a CFO who hid it.

IF: A material miss is buried late in the pack

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Board trust built broken

Time to react early too late

CFO credibility durable spent

Cost of capital lower higher

THE DASHBOARD, THE PACK, THE RULE

GROUP REVENUE

$24M

EBITDA MARGIN

12%

CASH RUNWAY

7 mo

INTEGRATION

1 mo late

BOARD PACK STRUCTURE n TEMPLATE

Section Purpose Length

One-page dashboard The few numbers that matter 1 page

Narrative So what, and why 1 page

Decisions What we ask the board to decide Half page

Appendix Detail, on request only As needed

ƒ Lead with decisions. Detail goes in the appendix, for those who want it.

WHAT A BOARD NEEDS

The few numbers Revenue, margin, cash, 2-3 real KPIs

The narrative So what -- and what we do about it

The decisions The specific asks, stated plainly

Bad news first Early, with cause and plan attached

COMMUNICATION CHECKLIST

n Pack leads with a one-page dashboard

n Three clear decisions stated up front



THE CFO PLAYBOOK Ch 8  |  Board Communication: Presenting to the

Suraj Kumar Lohani  |  7AM & Realtime CFO  |  7amandrealtimecfo.com 55

! Bad news delivered early, with a plan

n Investor narrative consistent and candid

BY THE NUMBERS

BOARD PACK

1 page

PREP TIME

0.5 day

DECISIONS ENABLED

4

QUESTIONS PRE-EMPTED

6

Headline Insight Options The Ask

BOARD PACK: BEFORE VS AFTER n TEMPLATE

Element Before After

Length 40 slides 1 page

Focus What happened What to decide

Prep 3 days Half a day

ƒ The board does not need more pages -- it needs the decision framed on one.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, board meetings reviewed the past. After it, they decide the future -- because

the CFO gives them the few numbers, the story, and the ask.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From data dump to decision pack

The pack leads with one dashboard and three decisions; the forty slides of detail move to the

appendix.

From hiding misses to leading with them

Bad news is delivered first, early, with cause and recovery plan -- the fastest way to build

board trust.

From courtesy to capital lever

Investor communication becomes a consistent, candid narrative that lowers the cost and

raises the availability of funding.



THE CFO PLAYBOOK Ch 8  |  Board Communication: Presenting to the

Suraj Kumar Lohani  |  7AM & Realtime CFO  |  7amandrealtimecfo.com 56

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Reduce your business to one dashboard page: which five numbers go on it? If you cannot

choose, you do not yet know what drives the business.

2. At your last board meeting, what did the board decide? If the honest answer is 'nothing',

your pack is a report, not a decision tool.

3. Recall the last bad news you delivered. Was it early and with a plan -- or late and bare?

Set the rule now for next time.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

A board does not pay you to tell it what happened. It pays you to tell it what to do, and to tell it

the bad news first. Get those two right and you will never lack their trust.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Board and investor communication is the CFO turning the whole finance function into a few clear

numbers, an honest story, and a set of decisions. It is where credibility is built or quietly spent.

At Brightline Group, the one-page pack changed the board from reviewers into decision-makers --

and the candour around a slipped milestone is what earned the new finance team its trust.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 A board needs the few numbers that matter, the story behind them, and the decisions to

make.

02 Lead every pack with a one-page dashboard; push detail to the appendix.
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03 The narrative answers the only question that matters: so what, and what do we do?

04 Deliver bad news early, with cause and recovery plan -- it builds trust, not doubt.

05 A buried or late miss destroys CFO credibility, often permanently.

06 Investor communication is a consistent, candid financial narrative.

07 Candour about misses, not just wins, is what lowers the cost of capital.

08 If a meeting produced no decision, the pack was a report, not a decision tool.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 9

Capital Allocation: Prioritisation and Returns

Steering the Scarcest Resource Toward Where It Earns the Most
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09
Capital Allocation: Prioritisation and

Returns

Steering the Scarcest Resource Toward Where It Earns the Most

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | $3M to Deploy | Five Competing Asks

INTRODUCTION

Daniel had $3M freed from the integration and five teams wanting it: a new line, a marketing push,

a warehouse, a software build, an acquisition. Suraj laid them on one page ranked by return. 'Right

now,' he said, 'we allocate capital to whoever asks loudest. Capital is the scarcest thing you own. It

should go to whoever earns the most, not whoever lobbies hardest.'

Every dollar of capital can only be spent once. Capital allocation is the discipline of pointing that

scarce resource at the opportunities that earn the highest return -- and starving the ones that

merely consume it.

It is among the CFO's highest-leverage roles. The same $3M, allocated well, compounds; allocated

by politics or habit, it quietly erodes the returns of the whole group.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> Capital as the scarcest resource

-> Return on invested capital (ROIC) as the ranking lever

-> Hurdle rates -- the minimum a use of capital must clear

-> Portfolio thinking: fund winners, starve losers
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-> Allocating by return, not by who lobbies hardest

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Treat capital as scarce and rank its uses by return

* Use ROIC to compare competing opportunities

* Set a hurdle rate every investment must clear

* Apply portfolio thinking across business units

* Allocate on returns, not on politics or habit

THE ONE QUESTION

Of all the places your capital is currently invested, which earns the

least -- and what would moving it to your best opportunity do?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

Capital is scarce: every dollar deployed in one place cannot be used in another. The CFO's job is

to ensure each dollar lands where it earns the most -- which first requires comparing opportunities

on the same measure.

That measure is return on invested capital. ROIC asks what each use of capital actually returns, so

a new line, a software build, and an acquisition can be ranked side by side rather than argued over.

The highest-ROIC uses get funded first.

A hurdle rate sets the floor: the minimum return a use of capital must clear to be worth doing at all

-- at least the group's cost of capital, often more. Anything below the hurdle destroys value,

however appealing the story.

Portfolio thinking then governs the whole: fund the winners, starve or exit the losers, and rebalance

as returns change. The discipline is allocating by return -- not by who lobbies hardest, which is how

most capital is quietly misallocated.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE
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Suraj ranked Brightline Group's five asks by ROIC against a hurdle rate set at the group's cost of

capital plus a margin. Two cleared it comfortably -- the subscription build and a targeted line

expansion. Two were marginal. One, the prestige warehouse, fell well below the hurdle: it

destroyed value.

The loudest ask in the room had been the warehouse. The highest-return one had barely been

argued for. Allocating by return rather than volume of lobbying changed where the $3M went -- and

lifted the group's blended ROIC.

Suraj framed it for Daniel as a portfolio: fund the winners, hold the marginal under review, decline

the value-destroyer however senior its champion. The capital was the same $3M; the discipline

was what made it compound instead of leak.

THE VISUAL -- THE ALLOCATION SYSTEM

What is at stake when capital follows lobbying -- then ROIC ranking, the hurdle rate, and the

portfolio view.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s MOST CAPITAL IS ALLOCATED TO WHOEVER LOBBIES HARDEST,

NOT WHOEVER EARNS THE MOST.
The loudest ask is rarely the highest-return one. Allocating by volume of argument quietly erodes the

whole group's returns.

s RED FLAG

If your biggest investment went to the most persistent champion rather than the highest return, capital is

being misallocated by politics.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

With cash freed from the integration, the group faces five competing asks. How this capital is allocated

compounds -- or leaks -- for years.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Capital allocation ranks every use on the same measure -- ROIC against a hurdle -- so opportunities are

compared, not argued over.

u THE CFO'S CALL
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Fund the highest-ROIC uses that clear the hurdle; decline value-destroyers however senior the champion.

Manage the whole as a portfolio.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: funding a prestige project below the hurdle rate because it feels important. Below the hurdle, it

destroys value no matter how it looks.

IF: The $3M goes to the loudest ask, not the highest return

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Blended group ROIC rises drags

Capital compounding yes leaks

Value-destroyers declined funded

Best opportunity funded starved

ROIC, HURDLE, PORTFOLIO

CAPITAL ASKS RANKED BY ROIC n TEMPLATE

Use of capital ROIC Decision

Subscription build High Fund

Line expansion Above hurdle Fund

Marketing push Marginal Review

Software tool Marginal Review

Prestige warehouse Below hurdle Decline

ƒ Rank on the same measure. The highest return is funded -- not the loudest ask.

ALLOCATION CONCEPTS

ROIC Return on invested capital -- earnings per dollar deployed

Hurdle rate The minimum return a use of capital must clear

Cost of capital The blended cost of the group's funding -- the floor

Portfolio view Fund winners, starve losers, rebalance over time

FUND / REVIEW / DECLINE

Below hurdle At hurdle Above hurdle

High strategic fit Decline Review Fund
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Medium fit Decline Review Fund

Low fit Decline Decline Review

CAPITAL ALLOCATION CHECKLIST

n Every ask measured on ROIC

! Hurdle rate set at cost of capital or above

n Value-destroyers declined regardless of champion

n Portfolio rebalanced as returns change

BY THE NUMBERS

CAPITAL POOL

$3.0M

HURDLE RATE

12%

PROJECTS FUNDED

2 of 5

BLENDED ROIC

+2 pts

CAPITAL DEPLOYED ($000)

$3,000K

Pool

-$-1,500K

Subscription

build

-$-1,000K

Line

expansion

$500K

Held

in reserve

ALLOCATION DECISIONS n TEMPLATE

Use of capital ROIC Decision

Subscription build High Fund

Line expansion Above hurdle Fund

Prestige warehouse Below hurdle Decline

ƒ The pool went to the highest returns that cleared the hurdle -- not the loudest asks.

3-SCENARIO VIEW: THE DEPLOYMENT
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THE DEPLOYMENT

METRIC BEST CASE BASE CASE WORST CASE

Blended ROIC 18% 14% 9%

Value created Strong Positive Erodes

Decision Fund all cleared Fund top only Defer / return

Assumptions: Project returns strong / base / weak against the same capital pool.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, capital followed the loudest voice. After it, it follows the highest return that

clears the hurdle.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From lobbying to ROIC

Every use of capital is ranked on the same return measure, so opportunities are compared

rather than argued over.

From anything goes to a hurdle

A minimum-return floor screens out value-destroyers, however appealing their story.

From projects to a portfolio

The CFO funds winners, starves losers, and rebalances as returns shift across the group.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. List your current and proposed uses of capital. Can you rank them by return on the same

measure? If not, you cannot allocate well.

2. What is your hurdle rate -- the minimum return an investment must clear? If you do not

have one, value-destroyers are slipping through.

3. Which existing investment earns the least? Moving that capital to your best opportunity is

often the highest-return move available.

SURAJ SAYS
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SURAJ SAYS

Capital allocation is the quietest superpower a CFO has. You will never see the headline, but

the same money, pointed at the right returns, is what separates a company that compounds

from one that merely spins.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Capital allocation is the CFO steering the scarcest resource toward the highest returns -- ranking

by ROIC, screening by a hurdle, and managing the whole as a portfolio.

At Brightline Group, allocating the $3M by return rather than lobbying redirected it from a prestige

warehouse to the subscription build, and lifted the group's blended ROIC.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 Capital is scarce -- every dollar deployed in one place cannot be used in another.

02 ROIC lets competing uses of capital be ranked on the same measure.

03 A hurdle rate is the minimum return a use of capital must clear to be worth doing.

04 Anything below the hurdle destroys value, however appealing the story.

05 Portfolio thinking funds winners, starves losers, and rebalances over time.

06 Most capital is misallocated by lobbying, not by return.

07 The highest-return opportunity is often the one least argued for.

08 Allocating well is among the CFO's highest-leverage, least-visible roles.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 10

Dividend and Shareholder Return Policy

Deciding How Much to Return, How Much to Reinvest, and How to Signal Both
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10
Dividend and Shareholder Return Policy

Deciding How Much to Return, How Much to Reinvest, and How to Signal

Both

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | First Surplus Year | Return vs Reinvest

INTRODUCTION

For the first time since the merger, Brightline Group was sitting on real surplus cash, and Daniel

wanted to take a large dividend. Suraj did not say no. He said: 'Before you decide how much to

take out, decide what each dollar does best -- returned to you, reinvested in growth, used to pay

down debt, or held as a buffer. A dividend policy is a capital-allocation decision, not a reward you

grant yourself.'

Returning cash to owners is one of the most visible decisions a CFO advises on. Done with

discipline, it balances owner reward against the growth and safety of the business. Done on

impulse, it starves growth or, worse, is paid from money the business cannot spare.

A dividend or return policy answers three questions: how much can be returned sustainably, what

the alternatives would earn instead, and what the decision signals to everyone watching.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> Capital return as an allocation decision

-> The options: dividend, buyback, reinvest, debt paydown

-> Payout ratio and what is sustainable

-> What a return decision signals
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-> Returning surplus across best, base, and worst

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Treat capital return as an allocation choice, not a reward

* Compare dividend, buyback, reinvestment, and debt paydown

* Set a sustainable payout ratio

* Understand the signalling effect of a return policy

* Size a return that survives a worst-case year

THE ONE QUESTION

Of your next surplus dollar, would it earn more returned to owners,

reinvested in the business, or used to cut debt -- and can you still

pay it in a bad year?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

Returning cash is a capital-allocation decision. Each surplus dollar can be paid out, reinvested at

the business's return on capital, used to retire debt, or held as buffer. The right split depends on

which use earns or protects the most -- not on how much the owner would like to take.

The instruments differ. A dividend is a recurring signal of stability that owners come to expect; a

buyback returns cash flexibly without that expectation; reinvestment compounds if returns beat the

cost of capital; debt paydown de-risks. A good policy uses the mix deliberately.

Sustainability is the discipline. The payout ratio -- the share of profit returned -- must be set so it

can be maintained through a normal downturn. A dividend funded from reserves or debt in a weak

year is a warning sign dressed up as a reward.

And every return decision signals. Starting, holding, or cutting a dividend tells owners, lenders, and

staff something about confidence and health. The CFO's job is to make the signal honest: return

what is genuinely sustainable, and protect the buffer the business needs to survive a bad year.
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SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj laid Daniel's surplus against its alternatives. A portion reinvested in the subscription line

would compound above the group's cost of capital; a portion retiring acquisition debt would cut

interest and de-risk; a portion was genuinely free to return. The dividend Daniel first wanted would

have taken all of it, buffer included.

He modelled a sustainable payout -- a ratio the group could maintain even in a soft year -- rather

than a one-off raid on the surplus. It returned real cash to Daniel while leaving the reinvestment,

the debt paydown, and the safety buffer intact.

Daniel took a smaller, sustainable dividend and understood why. 'You still get paid,' Suraj told him,

'every year, predictably, from profit the business can spare -- not a big cheque now that we regret

the first bad quarter. That is the difference between a policy and an impulse.'

THE VISUAL -- THE CAPITAL-RETURN DECISION

What is at stake when a dividend is an impulse -- then the options, the sustainable payout, and the

worst-case test.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s A DIVIDEND IS A CAPITAL-ALLOCATION DECISION, NOT A REWARD

YOU GRANT YOURSELF.
Each surplus dollar competes: return it, reinvest it, retire debt, or hold buffer -- and a dividend you cannot

sustain is a warning, not a win.

s RED FLAG

A one-off dividend that takes the whole surplus -- buffer included -- leaves the business exposed the first

time a quarter goes soft.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

The group has its first real surplus since the merger. How it is split between owner, growth, debt, and

buffer sets the pattern for years.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Capital return weighs each dollar against its best alternative use, and sets a payout that can be sustained

through a normal downturn.
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u THE CFO'S CALL

Return what is genuinely sustainable -- predictably, from profit you can spare -- and protect reinvestment,

debt paydown, and the buffer.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: sizing the dividend to what the owner wants now, then funding it from reserves or debt the first

weak year.

IF: The full surplus is paid out as a one-off dividend

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Growth reinvestment funded starved

Debt paydown done skipped

Safety buffer intact gone

Dividend sustainability yes one-off

OPTIONS, PAYOUT, AND THE WORST-CASE TEST

USES OF SURPLUS CASH n TEMPLATE

Option What it does When it wins

Dividend Returns cash to owners Surplus is genuinely free

Buyback Returns cash flexibly No recurring expectation wanted

Reinvest Compounds at ROIC Returns beat cost of capital

Debt paydown De-risks the balance sheet Leverage or rates are high

ƒ The right answer is usually a deliberate mix -- not all of one.

SUSTAINABLE DIVIDEND -- NEXT YEAR

METRIC BEST CASE BASE CASE WORST CASE

Distributable profit $3.0M $2.2M $1.2M

Sustainable payout $1.2M $0.8M $0.3M

Buffer after payout Strong Adequate Thin -- hold

Policy action Pay + reinvest Pay base Trim dividend

Assumptions: Profit strong / base / soft year; payout sized to survive the worst.

RETURN POLICY CHECKLIST

n Each surplus dollar compared to its best alternative
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! Payout ratio sustainable through a downturn

n Buffer protected before any distribution

n Signal to owners and lenders is honest

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, a dividend was a reward Daniel granted himself. After it, it is a sustainable

allocation decision sized to survive a bad year.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From reward to allocation

Returning cash competes with reinvestment, debt paydown, and buffer -- and wins only where

it is the best use.

From one-off to sustainable

A payout ratio is set so it can be maintained through a normal downturn, not raided in one

good year.

From impulse to signal

The return decision is made honest -- it tells owners and lenders only what is genuinely true

about health.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Of your last surplus, how much did you return versus reinvest or de-risk -- and was that

split deliberate or just what felt good?

2. What payout could your business sustain even in a soft year? That, not the good-year

figure, is your real dividend capacity.

3. Before your next distribution, confirm the safety buffer survives it. If it does not, the

dividend is borrowing against a bad quarter.

SURAJ SAYS
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SURAJ SAYS

Daniel, the dividend that feels best is the big one you take this year. The dividend that is best

is the steady one you can still pay the year everything goes wrong. Build the policy for that

year, not this one.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

A dividend or return policy is a capital-allocation decision -- weighing each surplus dollar against

reinvestment, debt paydown, and buffer, and sizing a payout that is sustainable through a

downturn.

At Brightline Group, a smaller, sustainable dividend returned real cash to Daniel while protecting

growth, de-risking debt, and keeping the buffer -- a policy, not an impulse.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 Returning cash is a capital-allocation decision, not an owner's reward.

02 Each surplus dollar competes: dividend, buyback, reinvest, or debt paydown.

03 Reinvestment wins when returns beat the cost of capital.

04 The payout ratio must be sustainable through a normal downturn.

05 A dividend funded from reserves or debt in a weak year is a warning sign.

06 Every return decision signals confidence and health to those watching.

07 Protect the safety buffer before any distribution.

08 Build the dividend for the bad year, not just the good one.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 11

M&A; Due Diligence: Financial Deep Dive

Finding the Numbers the Seller Would Rather You Did Not
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11
M&A; Due Diligence: Financial Deep Dive

Finding the Numbers the Seller Would Rather You Did Not

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | New Target on the Table | Financial Due Diligence

INTRODUCTION

A new acquisition target looked perfect on the seller's summary: rising profit, clean growth, a fair

price. Suraj read it the way a CFO must. 'The seller shows you the numbers they want you to see,'

he told Daniel. 'Due diligence is the work of finding the ones they don't -- the one-off that flattered

last year, the working capital that is about to unwind, the debt hiding in the footnotes.'

Most of the value in an acquisition is won or lost before it closes -- in the diligence. The seller

presents a story; financial due diligence tests whether the numbers behind it are real, sustainable,

and worth the price.

For a group that has already acquired once, the CFO knows the lesson: the reported profit is a

claim, not a fact. Diligence is the disciplined process of separating the two before the money

moves.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> The scope of financial due diligence

-> Quality of earnings -- is the profit real and sustainable?

-> The working capital peg -- what level transfers with the deal

-> Debt and debt-like items hiding below the line



THE CFO PLAYBOOK Ch 11  |  M&A Due Diligence: Financial Deep Dive

Suraj Kumar Lohani  |  7AM & Realtime CFO  |  7amandrealtimecfo.com 72

-> Turning findings into price and protection

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Define the scope of a financial due diligence exercise

* Run a quality-of-earnings analysis to test reported profit

* Set a working capital peg so the buyer is not short-changed

* Find debt-like items that adjust the real price

* Convert diligence findings into price and deal protection

THE ONE QUESTION

If you bought a business on its reported profit alone, how much of

that profit would still be there a year after you owned it?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

Financial due diligence is a structured deep dive into a target's numbers: earnings, working capital,

debt, cash, contracts, and the assumptions behind the forecast. Its purpose is not to confirm the

seller's story but to test it.

The heart of it is quality of earnings. Reported profit is stripped of one-offs, owner perks,

aggressive recognition, and unsustainable boosts to reveal the normalised, repeatable earnings a

buyer is actually purchasing. A profit that does not recur is not worth a multiple.

The working capital peg sets the normal level of working capital that must transfer with the

business, so the seller cannot strip cash by collecting receivables and delaying payables just

before completion. Get the peg wrong and the buyer funds the gap from day one.

Then the debt-like items: pension shortfalls, deferred payments, unpaid taxes, the leases and

obligations that behave like debt. Each adjusts the real price downward. Diligence turns these

findings into a lower price or protective clauses -- value won before the deal ever closes.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE
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Suraj's diligence on the new target did exactly what the seller's summary could not.

Quality-of-earnings stripped a one-off contract gain and the founder's below-market salary:

normalised profit was meaningfully lower than reported, and so was the price it justified.

The working capital peg revealed a target collecting aggressively and stretching suppliers just

before sale -- a temporary flattering of cash that would unwind the moment Brightline owned it.

Pegged correctly, the buyer was protected.

Two debt-like items surfaced in the footnotes: a deferred earn-out and an unpaid tax position. Each

came off the price. Suraj's diligence did not kill the deal -- it repriced it to the truth, and won real

value before a dollar changed hands.

THE VISUAL -- THE DILIGENCE LENS

What is at stake when the seller's story goes untested -- then quality of earnings, the peg, and the

hidden debt.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s THE SELLER SHOWS YOU THE NUMBERS THEY WANT YOU TO SEE.
Reported profit is a claim, not a fact. Diligence is the work of finding what the summary leaves out.

s RED FLAG

A one-off gain, a below-market owner salary, or aggressively collected receivables can make a target look

far better than the business you would actually own.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

A target is on the table and most of the value is won or lost before the deal closes -- in exactly this

diligence.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Financial due diligence tests the seller's story: normalised earnings, a fair working capital peg, and the

debt-like items hiding below the line.

u THE CFO'S CALL

Buy normalised, repeatable earnings -- not reported profit. Set the working capital peg, and price every

debt-like item into the deal.
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7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: paying a multiple on reported profit. If the profit does not recur, you have paid for earnings you

will never see again.

IF: You buy on reported profit without diligence

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Profit that recurs verified overstated

Working capital pegged stripped

Hidden debt priced in inherited

Price paid fair too high

EARNINGS, PEG, HIDDEN DEBT

QUALITY OF EARNINGS ADJUSTMENTS n TEMPLATE

Item Effect on profit Why

One-off contract gain Remove Not repeatable

Below-market owner salary Reduce Normalises to market

Aggressive revenue timing Reduce Pulled forward

Normalised earnings Lower, real What you actually buy

ƒ A profit that does not recur is not worth a multiple. Buy the normalised number.

DILIGENCE CONCEPTS

Quality of earnings Normalised, repeatable profit after one-offs

Working capital peg Normal WC level that must transfer with the deal

Debt-like items Obligations that behave like debt -- reduce price

Completion accounts Final true-up of price at closing

DILIGENCE FINDINGS

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Reported vs normalised profit Gap found Normalised used WATCH

Working capital Stripped pre-sale Pegged OFF TRACK

Earn-out / deferred Hidden Priced in WATCH

Unpaid tax position In footnotes Off the price OFF TRACK
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FINANCIAL DD CHECKLIST

n Quality-of-earnings analysis completed

! Working capital peg agreed

n Debt and debt-like items identified

n Findings converted to price or clauses

BY THE NUMBERS

REPORTED EBITDA

$2.4M

NORMALISED EBITDA

$1.9M

WORKING CAPITAL PEG

Set

PRICE ADJUSTED

-$0.6M

REPORTED TO NORMALISED EBITDA ($000)

$2,400K

Reported

-$-300K

One-off gain

-$-200K

Owner

salary norm.

$1,900K

Normalised

DILIGENCE ADJUSTMENTS n TEMPLATE

Item Type Effect on price

One-off contract gain Earnings Reduce

Below-market salary Earnings Reduce

Deferred earn-out Debt-like Reduce

Unpaid tax position Debt-like Reduce

ƒ You buy normalised earnings, not the seller's best year.

3-SCENARIO VIEW: THE TARGET

THE TARGET

METRIC BEST CASE BASE CASE WORST CASE
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Normalised EBITDA $2.2M $1.9M $1.4M

Price it justifies Full offer Reduced Walk away

Post-deal return Accretive Fair Dilutive

Assumptions: Earnings prove durable / base / soft once normalised.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, an acquisition was judged on the seller's reported profit. After it, it is judged on

normalised earnings, a fair peg, and the debt that was hiding below the line.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From reported to normalised

The buyer pays a multiple on repeatable earnings, not on one-offs and owner perks.

From trust to the peg

A working capital peg stops the seller stripping cash just before completion.

From summary to footnotes

Debt-like items are dug out and priced in, turning diligence findings into real value.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. If you were buying a business, how would you separate its repeatable profit from a one-off

lucky year? That separation is quality of earnings.

2. Do you understand what a working capital peg protects against? If not, you could fund the

seller's stripped cash from day one.

3. Where do debt-like items hide -- earn-outs, unpaid taxes, leases? Each one should come

off the price you pay.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS
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In a deal, the seller's job is to show you the best year of their life. Your job is to find the

average one. The gap between those two numbers is exactly what diligence is for.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

M&A; due diligence is the CFO testing the seller's story -- normalising earnings, pegging working

capital, and pricing the debt-like items that hide below the line.

On Brightline Group's target, diligence did not kill the deal; it repriced it to the truth and won real

value before a dollar moved.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 Financial due diligence tests the seller's story rather than confirming it.

02 Quality of earnings strips one-offs and perks to reveal repeatable profit.

03 A profit that does not recur is not worth a multiple.

04 The working capital peg stops the seller stripping cash before completion.

05 Debt-like items -- earn-outs, unpaid tax, pensions -- each reduce the real price.

06 Most of a deal's value is won or lost before it closes, in diligence.

07 Findings are converted into a lower price or protective clauses.

08 Reported profit is a claim; normalised profit is what you actually buy.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 12

LBO and Leveraged Transactions: When Debt Buys the Company

How Leverage Magnifies Returns -- and Why the Downside, Not the Base Case, Is the Real

Test
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THE CFO PLAYBOOK | BOOK 3 OF 4

12
LBO and Leveraged Transactions: When

Debt Buys the Company

How Leverage Magnifies Returns -- and Why the Downside, Not the Base

Case, Is the Real Test

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | Inbound LBO Offer | Meridian Capital on the Phone

INTRODUCTION

Meridian Capital wanted to buy Brightline Group, and the headline number made Daniel sit up.

Suraj read the structure underneath it and went quiet. 'Daniel, look at how they are paying. Most of

this is debt -- loaded onto Brightline itself. They are not buying the company with their money. They

are buying it with its own future cash flow. And if one year goes badly, the debt will not care how

good the story was.'

A leveraged buyout uses a large amount of borrowed money to acquire a company, with the

target's own cash flow and assets servicing the debt. The buyer puts in a thin sliver of equity;

leverage does the rest -- and magnifies the returns spectacularly when things go well.

For a CFO, the LBO is a test of nerve and arithmetic. The headline price and the base-case return

are seductive. The real question is the one nobody in the room wants to ask: does the cash flow

still cover the debt in a genuinely bad year? Because that is the year that decides who survives.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> What an LBO is and how the structure works

-> Sources and uses: debt tranches and the equity sliver
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-> How leverage magnifies returns -- and losses

-> The real test: debt-service cover in the downside

-> Returns (IRR, MOIC), covenants, and who controls a breach

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Explain LBO mechanics and why leverage is used

* Read a sources-and-uses structure and its debt tranches

* See how leverage amplifies both returns and risk

* Stress-test debt-service coverage in a realistic downside

* Judge an LBO on its worst year, not its base-case IRR

THE ONE QUESTION

If your company were bought with mostly debt, would its cash flow

still cover that debt in a year where profit fell twenty percent?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

An LBO funds an acquisition with a large slice of debt and a small slice of equity. The acquired

company's own cash flow repays the debt, and its assets often secure it. Because the equity

invested is small, even a modest rise in value produces a large percentage return -- that is the

entire attraction.

The structure is a sources-and-uses: senior debt (cheapest, secured, repaid first), sometimes

mezzanine or subordinated debt (costlier, riskier), and an equity sliver on top. The more debt in the

stack, the higher the potential equity return -- and the thinner the cushion before trouble.

Leverage is symmetric. It magnifies gains in a good year and losses in a bad one, in exactly the

same proportion. A structure that returns spectacularly at plan can wipe out the equity entirely if

earnings dip while the debt service stays fixed. The debt does not flex; the equity absorbs

everything.
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So the real test is never the base-case IRR. It is the debt-service coverage ratio in the worst

realistic year: does cash available still cover the debt due? If a 20% fall in EBITDA breaches

coverage and trips the covenants, the leverage is too high -- and on a breach, it is the lender, not

the owner, who takes control.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj modelled Meridian's offer honestly. At the base case, the returns were exactly as seductive

as promised: a thin equity cheque, the group's cash flow retiring the debt, and an exit multiple

producing a handsome IRR. On paper, a triumph.

Then he stressed it. He cut EBITDA by 20% -- a single soft year, well within Brightline's history.

Debt-service coverage breached. Covenants tripped. The equity cushion vanished, and control of

the company Daniel had built would pass to the lenders. The same structure, one bad year apart,

was either a triumph or a catastrophe.

Suraj's counsel to Daniel was not 'reject it' -- it was 'understand what you are actually selling and at

what risk'. If Brightline ever used leverage itself to acquire, the same discipline applied: stress the

downside first, size the debt to survive the worst realistic year, and never let a base-case IRR do

the talking.

THE VISUAL -- THE LEVERAGE LENS

What is at stake when only the base case is read -- then the structure, the symmetry, and the

downside test.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s AN LBO IS JUDGED BY ITS WORST YEAR, NOT ITS BASE-CASE

RETURN.
The same structure that returns spectacularly at plan can wipe out the equity entirely on a single 20%

EBITDA dip.

s RED FLAG

A thin equity sliver and a thick debt stack means a small fall in earnings can erase the owner's entire stake

-- the debt service does not flex.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW
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A leveraged offer is on the table for the group Daniel built. The structure decides not just the price, but who

controls the company if a year goes wrong.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Leverage is symmetric: it magnifies gains and losses in equal proportion. The attraction and the danger

are the same mechanism.

u THE CFO'S CALL

Stress the downside before admiring the IRR. Size any debt to survive the worst realistic year -- and know

who takes control on a covenant breach.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: falling in love with the base-case return. The base case is the easy year. The leverage is tested

entirely by the hard one.

IF: EBITDA falls 20% inside the leveraged structure

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Debt-service cover comfortable breaches

Equity cushion intact wiped out

Covenants met tripped

Who controls the company the owner the lender

STRUCTURE, SYMMETRY, AND THE DOWNSIDE TEST

LBO SOURCES & USES ($000)

$15,000K

Senior debt

$4,000K

Mezzanine

debt

$5,000K

Equity

sliver

$24,000K

Total

funding

-$-24,000K

Purchase

+ fees

LBO BUILDING BLOCKS
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Senior debt Cheapest, secured, repaid first

Mezzanine debt Costlier, riskier, repaid after senior

Equity sliver Small buyer stake -- absorbs all the risk

DSCR Cash available / debt due -- the survival test

BASE CASE VS A 20% EBITDA DOWNSIDE

METRIC BASE AFTER IMPACT

Equity IRR Strong Negative Wiped

MOIC > 2.5x < 1x Loss

DSCR 1.6x 0.9x Breach

Control Owner / PE Lender Lost

RETURNS VS RISK n TEMPLATE

Metric Base case Downside

Equity IRR High Negative

MOIC 2.5x+ Below 1x

Leverage (Net debt/EBITDA) ~4.0x Rises sharply

DSCR 1.6x Breaches 1.0x

ƒ Same structure. The only difference is which year you assume -- the good one or the bad one.

LBO STRESS CHECKLIST

7 DSCR holds above 1.0x in the worst realistic year

7 Equity survives a 20% EBITDA fall

! Covenant headroom modelled, not assumed

n Control consequences of a breach understood

BY THE NUMBERS

LEVERAGE (ND/EBITDA)

4.0x

EQUITY SLIVER

21%

BASE-CASE IRR

Strong

DOWNSIDE DSCR

0.9x
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Acquire Service debt Grow Exit

DSCR STRESS SENSITIVITY

-10% EBITDA -20% EBITDA

Debt-service cover 1.3x 0.9x

Equity cushion Thin Wiped

Who controls Owner Lender

3-SCENARIO VIEW: THE LEVERAGED DEAL

THE LEVERAGED DEAL

METRIC BEST CASE BASE CASE WORST CASE

Equity IRR High Moderate Negative

DSCR 1.8x 1.4x 0.9x -- breach

Outcome Strong return Survives Equity wiped

Assumptions: EBITDA at plan / -10% / -20% against fixed debt service.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, a leveraged deal was judged by its headline return. After it, it is judged by

whether it survives the worst year the business can realistically have.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From base case to downside

The decision rests on debt-service cover in a bad year, not on the seductive base-case IRR.

From price to structure

How a deal is funded -- the debt stack versus the equity sliver -- matters as much as the

headline number.

From return to control

The CFO asks who takes the company on a covenant breach, because leverage decides that

long before the exit does.
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YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Take your own EBITDA. If it fell 20% in a single year -- as it well might -- could you still

service a heavy debt load? That is the LBO test.

2. If you were offered a leveraged buyout tomorrow, would you read the headline price or the

debt structure underneath it first?

3. If you ever use leverage to acquire, what downside would you stress before signing -- and

at what point does the lender, not you, end up in control?

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

Leverage is the most honest mirror in finance. In a good year it makes you look like a genius.

In a bad one it shows you exactly how much risk you were really carrying all along.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

An LBO uses debt to buy a company and its own cash flow to repay it -- magnifying returns and

risk in equal measure. The base case flatters; the downside decides.

For Brightline Group, the same Meridian structure was a triumph at plan and a catastrophe one soft

year later. Suraj's job was to make Daniel see both before he ever saw the price.

The lesson generalises to every leveraged decision a CFO faces: stress the worst realistic year

first, size the debt to survive it, and never let a base-case return do the talking.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 An LBO funds an acquisition with mostly debt, repaid by the target's own cash flow.
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02 The structure is sources-and-uses: senior debt, sometimes mezzanine, and a thin equity

sliver.

03 Leverage is symmetric -- it magnifies both gains and losses in equal proportion.

04 A small EBITDA fall can wipe out the equity entirely, because debt service does not flex.

05 The real test is debt-service coverage in the worst realistic year, not the base-case IRR.

06 Returns are measured by equity IRR and MOIC -- seductive at plan, brutal in a

downside.

07 On a covenant breach, control passes from the owner to the lender.

08 Stress the downside first; size the debt to survive it; never trust the base case alone.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 13

Debt Refinancing and Covenant Management

Managing the Terms, the Headroom, and the Promises That Come with Borrowed Money
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THE CFO PLAYBOOK | BOOK 3 OF 4

13
Debt Refinancing and Covenant

Management

Managing the Terms, the Headroom, and the Promises That Come with

Borrowed Money

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | Acquisition Debt up for Refinancing | Covenants Tightening

INTRODUCTION

The debt that helped fund the Hartwell acquisition was approaching its refinancing date, and rates

had moved. Worse, a soft quarter had eaten into the headroom on a leverage covenant.

'Refinancing is not just swapping one loan for another,' Suraj told Daniel. 'It is renegotiating the

terms, the rate, and the promises -- the covenants -- that the lender can use to take control if we

breach them. We manage this before it manages us.'

Debt rarely sits still. It matures, rates change, and it carries covenants -- promises about leverage,

coverage, and behaviour that, if broken, hand the lender power. Refinancing and covenant

management is how a CFO keeps borrowed money a tool rather than a trap.

The work is proactive: refinance on good terms before a deadline forces a bad one, and manage

covenant headroom so a single soft quarter never trips a breach.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> Why debt must be actively managed, not just serviced

-> Refinancing: when, why, and on what terms

-> Covenants -- the promises behind the loan
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-> Headroom management and the danger of a breach

-> Covenant headroom across best, base, and worst

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* See debt as something to manage, not just repay

* Know when and why to refinance

* Understand the main covenant types

* Manage covenant headroom proactively

* Stress covenant headroom across three scenarios

THE ONE QUESTION

Do you know how close your business is to breaching a loan

covenant -- and what the lender could do the moment you did?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

Debt is active, not passive. It matures and must be refinanced; rates move, changing its cost; and it

carries covenants. A CFO who only services the monthly payment and ignores the terms and

timing is managing half the obligation.

Refinancing replaces existing debt with new debt -- ideally on better terms, a lower rate, or a longer

maturity. The discipline is timing: refinance from a position of strength, well before a deadline,

because a lender negotiating with a borrower who has no choice sets the terms.

Covenants are the promises behind the loan: keep leverage below a level, keep debt-service

coverage above a level, provide information on time. They give the lender early control. Break one

-- even technically -- and the lender can demand repayment, reprice, or step in.

So headroom is everything. The CFO tracks how much room sits between current performance

and each covenant limit, and manages it deliberately, because a single soft quarter can erase

headroom and trip a breach. The danger is rarely the interest -- it is the covenant nobody was
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watching.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj refinanced Brightline Group's acquisition debt early, while performance was strong, locking a

longer maturity and a manageable rate before the deadline could force a worse deal. Refinancing

from strength, not from a corner.

He then mapped the covenants -- a leverage cap and a coverage floor -- and tracked the

headroom on each. The soft quarter had narrowed the leverage headroom uncomfortably; Suraj

negotiated a looser limit into the refinancing and built a buffer so a normal dip would not trip it.

His standing report to Daniel became a single line on the board dashboard: covenant headroom,

best/base/worst. 'The interest we can always pay,' he said. 'It is the covenant we must never

breach -- because the day we do, the lender, not you, decides what happens next.'

THE VISUAL -- MANAGING THE DEBT, NOT JUST PAYING IT

What is at stake when covenants go unwatched -- then refinancing, the covenant types, and the

headroom test.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s THE DANGER IS RARELY THE INTEREST -- IT IS THE COVENANT

NOBODY WAS WATCHING.
Break a covenant, even technically, and the lender can demand repayment, reprice, or step in -- long

before a missed payment ever would.

s RED FLAG

A soft quarter eating into covenant headroom is a quiet emergency. By the time a breach shows in the

payment, control has already shifted.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

The acquisition debt is up for refinancing and a covenant is tightening. Manage it from strength now, or be

forced into bad terms at the deadline.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Debt management means refinancing on good terms before a deadline forces a bad one, and tracking

covenant headroom so a dip never trips a breach.
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u THE CFO'S CALL

Refinance early from strength; negotiate covenant room; and report headroom on the dashboard, best to

worst, every period.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: servicing the payment and ignoring the covenant. The payment is the obvious risk; the covenant

is the one that actually takes the company.

IF: A soft quarter erases covenant headroom unwatched

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Leverage covenant met breached

Lender's options none yet repay / reprice / control

Refinancing leverage strong gone

Who is in control the company the lender

REFINANCING, COVENANTS, AND HEADROOM

COVENANT BUILDING BLOCKS

Leverage covenant Net debt / EBITDA must stay below a cap

Coverage covenant Cash vs debt service must stay above a floor

Information covenant Reporting delivered to the lender on time

Headroom The gap between current performance and the limit

COVENANT HEADROOM -- NEXT 4 QUARTERS

METRIC BEST CASE BASE CASE WORST CASE

EBITDA vs plan +8% Flat -20%

Leverage (cap 3.5x) 2.8x 3.1x 3.7x -- breach

DSCR (floor 1.25x) 1.7x 1.4x 1.0x -- breach

Action Headroom ample Watch closely Pre-empt with lender

Assumptions: Performance strong / base / downturn; covenants tested against their limits.

DEBT MANAGEMENT CHECKLIST

! Refinanced early, from a position of strength
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n Every covenant identified and its limit known

n Headroom tracked and reported each period

n A downturn modelled against every covenant

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, debt was a payment Daniel made. After it, it is terms, timing, and covenants

Suraj manages before they can manage the group.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From servicing to managing

Debt is refinanced on good terms and watched for covenant risk, not just paid each month.

From deadline to strength

Refinancing happens early, from strength, before a maturity forces a bad deal.

From payment to covenant

The CFO watches the covenant headroom -- the real trigger of lender control -- not just the

interest.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. List every covenant on your debt and its limit. If you cannot, that is the first risk to close --

you are flying blind on the real trigger.

2. How much headroom sits between your current performance and each covenant? Track it

like you track cash.

3. When does your debt mature? If it is soon, start refinancing now, from strength -- not when

the deadline removes your leverage.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS
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Daniel, lenders do not take companies by surprise over a missed payment. They take them

slowly, through a covenant that was breached quarters earlier while everyone watched the

interest. Watch the covenant. That is where control actually lives.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Debt refinancing and covenant management keep borrowed money a tool: refinance early from

strength, understand the covenants, and track the headroom so a soft quarter never trips a breach.

At Brightline Group, refinancing the acquisition debt early and negotiating covenant room turned a

tightening obligation into a managed one -- with headroom reported, best to worst, every period.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 Debt is active -- it matures, reprices, and carries covenants to manage.

02 Refinancing replaces debt, ideally on better rate or maturity.

03 Refinance early from strength, before a deadline forces bad terms.

04 Covenants are promises -- leverage, coverage, information -- that grant lender control.

05 Breaching a covenant, even technically, can trigger repayment or control.

06 Headroom is the gap between performance and the covenant limit.

07 A single soft quarter can erase headroom and trip a breach.

08 The danger is rarely the interest -- it is the covenant nobody watched.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 14

Post-Merger Integration: The Finance Workstream

Where the Value of a Deal Is Actually Won or Lost
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14
Post-Merger Integration: The Finance

Workstream

Where the Value of a Deal Is Actually Won or Lost

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | Hartwell Integration | The First Hundred Days

INTRODUCTION

The Hartwell deal had closed and the champagne was warm. Suraj was already at the whiteboard.

'The deal was the easy part,' he told the team. 'Two ERPs, two charts of accounts, two closes, and

a synergy number on a slide that nobody is yet accountable for. The value we paid for is won or

lost right here -- in the first hundred days, not in the signing.'

An acquisition creates value only if it is integrated. The deal is a promise; integration is the delivery.

And the finance workstream -- systems, reporting, and synergies -- is where most of that promise is

kept or quietly broken.

For the CFO, post-merger integration is a project with a clock on it: combine the systems, produce

one set of numbers, and track the synergies that justified the price -- before the energy fades and

the two companies drift back into being two.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> The integration planning framework -- Day 1 to 100 days

-> Systems and reporting integration: one chart, one close

-> Synergy tracking -- promised versus realised

-> Why value leaks in the first hundred days
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-> Owning integration as a finance-led project

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Build an integration plan with clear Day-1 and 100-day milestones

* Combine systems and reporting onto one chart of accounts and close

* Track synergies from promise to realisation

* See why most deal value leaks during integration

* Lead integration as a finance-owned, time-boxed project

THE ONE QUESTION

After your last acquisition or change, how much of the value you

expected was actually delivered -- and who was accountable for

tracking it?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

Integration is delivered against a plan with a clock: Day-1 essentials (one banking control, one

approval authority, no gaps), then a 100-day plan that combines the rest. Without milestones and

owners, integration drifts and the two companies quietly stay two.

Systems and reporting come first for finance: one chart of accounts, one consolidated close, one

reporting calendar. Until the numbers combine cleanly, the group cannot see itself -- and cannot

manage what it cannot see.

Synergy tracking is where credibility lives. The deal was justified by promised synergies -- cost

savings, cross-sell, efficiency. Each must be named, owned, and tracked from promise to

realisation. A synergy on a slide that no one tracks is a synergy that never arrives.

Value leaks in the first hundred days because attention moves on. The CFO's job is to keep the

clock visible: milestones hit, systems merged, synergies realised and reported. Integration is a

finance-led project, not a hope that the two halves will fuse on their own.



THE CFO PLAYBOOK Ch 14  |  Post-Merger Integration: The Finance W

Suraj Kumar Lohani  |  7AM & Realtime CFO  |  7amandrealtimecfo.com 94

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj ran Hartwell's integration as a project, not an aspiration. Day 1 locked banking authority and

the delegation matrix across both entities. The 100-day plan sequenced the rest: one chart of

accounts by day 30, one consolidated close by day 60, the duplicate systems retired by day 90.

The synergies that had justified the price went onto a tracker -- promised versus realised, each with

a named owner. The procurement saving landed; the cross-sell lagged and was chased; the

duplicate-lease saving (from the balance-sheet work) was banked. What was tracked, arrived.

By day 100 the group produced one set of numbers from one system on one calendar. The deal

had finally become a company. Suraj's note to Daniel was the lesson of the whole chapter: 'We did

not win this value at signing. We won it in the hundred days nobody celebrates.'

THE VISUAL -- THE INTEGRATION PROJECT

What is at stake when integration drifts -- then the 100-day plan, the systems merge, and the

synergy tracker.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s THE DEAL IS THE EASY PART. THE VALUE IS WON OR LOST IN THE

FIRST HUNDRED DAYS.
A synergy on a slide that nobody owns is a synergy that never arrives -- and the price was paid for it

anyway.

s RED FLAG

Two ERPs, two charts of accounts, and an untracked synergy number mean the group cannot see itself --

and cannot manage what it cannot see.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

The Hartwell deal has just closed. Integration energy fades fast; the value leaks in exactly the window

everyone treats as 'done'.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Integration is delivery against a clock: Day-1 essentials, a 100-day plan, one chart and one close, and

synergies tracked to realisation.

u THE CFO'S CALL



THE CFO PLAYBOOK Ch 14  |  Post-Merger Integration: The Finance W

Suraj Kumar Lohani  |  7AM & Realtime CFO  |  7amandrealtimecfo.com 95

Run integration as a finance-owned project with milestones and owners. Track every promised synergy

from slide to bank.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: treating signing as the finish line. The deal is the promise; the first hundred days are where it is

kept or broken.

IF: Integration drifts with no plan or owners

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Promised synergies realised evaporate

One set of numbers by day 100 never

Deal value delivered leaks

Two companies become one yes stay two

PLAN, SYSTEMS, SYNERGIES

DAY 1

Banking, authority, no gaps

DAY 30

One chart of accounts

DAY 60

One consolidated close

DAY 100

Systems merged, synergies tracked

SYNERGY TRACKER -- PROMISED VS REALISED n TEMPLATE

Synergy Promised Status

Procurement saving $0.4M Realised

Cross-sell uplift $0.5M Lagging -- chase

Duplicate lease exit $0.3M Banked

Back-office efficiency $0.2M In progress

ƒ Name it, own it, track it. What is tracked arrives; what is not, evaporates.

INTEGRATION CONCEPTS

Day-1 plan The essentials that must hold from completion

100-day plan The sequenced combination of the rest

Synergy Promised cost saving or revenue uplift from the deal

Run-rate synergy The annualised, realised benefit
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INTEGRATION CHECKLIST

3 Day-1 banking and authority locked

! One chart of accounts and one close

n Every synergy named, owned, tracked

n Duplicate systems retired on schedule

BY THE NUMBERS

SYNERGIES PROMISED

$1.4M

REALISED TO DATE

$1.0M

DAY-100 MILESTONES

9 of 10

FINANCE SYSTEMS

2 -> 1

Day 1 Day 30 Day 60 Day 100

INTEGRATION WORKSTREAMS

Status

Banking + authority Done

Chart of accounts Done

Synergy capture Lagging

Systems retired On track

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, a closed deal felt like the finish line. After it, the close is the starting gun for the

hundred days that actually deliver the value.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From signing to delivery

Integration is run as a time-boxed project with Day-1 and 100-day milestones, not left to fuse

on its own.

From two systems to one
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One chart of accounts and one consolidated close let the group finally see, and manage, itself.

From promised to realised

Every synergy is named, owned, and tracked from the slide to the bank -- what is tracked

arrives.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. After your last big change or acquisition, did you have a 100-day plan with owners -- or did

it drift once the excitement faded?

2. If you combined two operations tomorrow, how long until you produced one clean set of

numbers? That gap is where you fly blind.

3. Take any benefit you have ever 'expected' from a change. Was it named, owned, and

tracked -- or did it quietly never arrive?

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

Deals are signed in boardrooms and won in the back office. The synergy you put on the slide

is just a hope until someone owns it, tracks it, and banks it in the hundred days nobody throws

a party for.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Post-merger integration is where a deal's value is actually delivered -- through a 100-day plan,

merged systems, and synergies tracked from promise to realisation.

At Brightline Group, running Hartwell's integration as a finance-led project turned a signed deal into

one company producing one set of numbers, with the synergies banked rather than hoped for.
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CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 An acquisition creates value only if it is integrated -- the deal is the promise, integration

the delivery.

02 Integration runs against a clock: Day-1 essentials, then a 100-day plan.

03 Finance integrates first: one chart of accounts, one close, one calendar.

04 Synergies must be named, owned, and tracked from promise to realisation.

05 A synergy nobody tracks is one that never arrives.

06 Value leaks in the first hundred days because attention moves on.

07 Until the numbers combine, the group cannot see -- or manage -- itself.

08 Integration is a finance-led project, not a hope that the halves will fuse.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 15

Group Finance and Consolidation

Combining Two Companies into One True Picture
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15
Group Finance and Consolidation

Combining Two Companies into One True Picture

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | First Consolidated Accounts | Brightline + Hartwell as One

INTRODUCTION

'Just add the two together,' Daniel suggested. Suraj smiled. 'If only. Brightline sells to Hartwell,

Hartwell owes Brightline, and we own 80% of it, not all. Add them naively and we will double-count

revenue we never made and show cash we do not have. Consolidation is arithmetic with rules --

and the rules exist so the group tells the truth.'

A group is not the sum of its parts. When companies inside a group trade with each other, own

stakes in each other, and report in their own ledgers, simply adding them up produces fiction --

inflated revenue, phantom profit, double-counted assets.

Consolidation is the discipline of combining entities into one honest picture: eliminating what they

owe each other, recognising what outsiders own, and presenting the group as a single economic

reality. For Brightline Group, this is where the merger finally becomes one company on paper.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> Why a group is not the sum of its entities

-> Intercompany eliminations -- removing internal trade

-> Minority (non-controlling) interest

-> Goodwill and fair-value adjustments from the acquisition
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-> The consolidation process, step by step

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Explain why naive addition of entities is wrong

* Eliminate intercompany sales, balances, and unrealised profit

* Account for non-controlling interest in a partly-owned subsidiary

* Understand goodwill and fair-value adjustments from an acquisition

* Run a consolidation from entity ledgers to group accounts

THE ONE QUESTION

If two companies in your group sell to each other, how much of your

'group revenue' is real -- and how much is just one pocket paying

another?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

A group reports as one economic entity, because that is what investors and lenders are funding.

But its parts keep their own books, trade with each other, and may be only partly owned.

Consolidation reconciles these into a single, truthful set of accounts.

Intercompany eliminations come first. If Brightline sells to Hartwell, that sale is internal -- real to

neither the group's customers nor its cash. It must be removed, along with the matching receivable

and payable, and any profit still sitting in unsold internal stock.

Non-controlling interest recognises reality: if the group owns 80% of a subsidiary, 20% of that

subsidiary's net assets and profit belong to outsiders. The group consolidates 100% of the

subsidiary, then shows the 20% that is not its own.

Acquisitions add goodwill and fair-value adjustments. The premium paid above the fair value of net

assets acquired becomes goodwill, tested for impairment, not amortised. Get these mechanics

wrong and the group's revenue, profit, and assets are all overstated -- the opposite of the truth

consolidation exists to tell.
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SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Brightline Group's first consolidation was a lesson in why addition fails. Brightline had sold $0.8M of

components to Hartwell during integration. Added naively, that $0.8M inflated group revenue and

left unrealised profit in Hartwell's unsold stock. Suraj eliminated both -- revenue, the matching

balances, and the profit in inventory.

The group held 80% of Hartwell, so 20% of Hartwell's net assets and profit went to non-controlling

interest. And the premium Daniel paid over Hartwell's fair-value net assets became goodwill on the

group balance sheet -- to be tested, not quietly amortised away.

The naive sum had shown roughly $25.6M of revenue. The true consolidated figure was $24M.

That $1.6M gap was internal trade pretending to be sales -- exactly the fiction consolidation

removes. Suraj's note to the board: 'The smaller number is the honest one.'

THE VISUAL -- THE CONSOLIDATION MACHINE

What is at stake when entities are simply added -- then the eliminations, the ownership split, and

the process.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s ADD TWO GROUP COMPANIES NAIVELY AND YOU REPORT

REVENUE YOU NEVER MADE.
Internal trade between Brightline and Hartwell inflated 'group revenue' by $1.6M -- pure fiction until it was

eliminated.

s RED FLAG

Intercompany sales counted as group revenue are one pocket paying another. They inflate the top line and

the profit with money that never entered the group.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

This is the first consolidation post-merger. Every elimination, ownership split, and goodwill judgement is

being set now -- and will repeat every period after.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Consolidation combines entities into one economic truth: internal trade removed, outside ownership

recognised, the group shown as it really is.
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u THE CFO'S CALL

Eliminate every intercompany sale, balance, and unrealised profit. Recognise non-controlling interest

honestly. Test goodwill -- never amortise it quietly.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: presenting the naive sum because it shows a bigger number. The bigger number is a fiction that

misleads the board, the bank, and the auditor.

IF: Intercompany trade is not eliminated

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Group revenue true overstated

Group profit true inflated

Audit opinion clean qualified

Board / lender trust earned at risk

ELIMINATIONS, OWNERSHIP, PROCESS

NAIVE SUM TO TRUE GROUP REVENUE ($000)

$25,600K

Brightline

+ Hartwell

-$-1,600K

Less

intercompany sales

$24,000K

True

group revenue

ENTITY BOOKS

Brightline + Hartwell, separate

ELIMINATE

Internal sales, balances, unrealised profit

ADJUST

Goodwill, fair value, non-controlling interest

GROUP ACCOUNTS

One true economic picture

CONSOLIDATION CONCEPTS
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Intercompany elimination Removing trade between group entities

Unrealised profit Profit on internal stock not yet sold outside

Non-controlling interest The share of a subsidiary owned by outsiders

Goodwill Premium paid over fair-value net assets acquired

CONSOLIDATION ADJUSTMENTS n TEMPLATE

Adjustment Effect Amount

Intercompany sales Remove revenue -$1.6M

Unrealised profit in stock Remove profit -$0.1M

Non-controlling interest (20%) Split equity/profit Recognise

Goodwill on Hartwell Capitalise, test Hold

ƒ Each adjustment moves the group from a naive sum toward the economic truth.

CONSOLIDATION CHECKLIST

n All intercompany sales and balances eliminated

! Unrealised profit in internal stock removed

n Non-controlling interest recognised

n Goodwill capitalised and tested for impairment

BY THE NUMBERS

ENTITIES CONSOLIDATED

2

INTERCOMPANY ELIMS

Clean

GROUP CLOSE

2 days

SINGLE CHART OF

ACCOUNTS

100%

Each entity Eliminate Consolidate Group report

CONSOLIDATION STEPS n TEMPLATE

Step Purpose Status

Align CoA One language Done

Eliminate intercompany Remove double-count Done
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Translate / combine One set of numbers Done

Group reporting See the whole Live

ƒ A group that cannot consolidate cleanly cannot see itself.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, the group was two ledgers and a hopeful sum. After it, it is one consolidated

truth -- internal fiction removed, outside ownership shown.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From addition to consolidation

Entities are combined by rule, not arithmetic -- internal trade and balances eliminated before

anything is summed.

From whole to owned share

Non-controlling interest recognises that part of a subsidiary belongs to outsiders, not the

group.

From bigger to true

The honest consolidated number replaces the flattering naive one, because the board and the

bank are funding reality.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Do any companies in your group sell to each other? Estimate how much of your 'group

revenue' is internal trade that should be eliminated.

2. Do you own any subsidiary less than fully? If so, whose share is the rest -- and is that

non-controlling interest shown?

3. If you have made an acquisition, where is the goodwill, and when was it last tested for

impairment?

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS
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A group's accounts are not the sum of its companies. They are the truth after you remove the

money the companies merely passed between themselves. The smaller, honest number is

the one worth having.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Consolidation is the discipline that turns a collection of entities into one truthful picture -- eliminating

internal trade, recognising outside ownership, and presenting the group as it really is.

For Brightline Group, the first consolidation cut a fictional $1.6M of internal revenue and finally

made Brightline and Hartwell one company on paper. The honest $24M is the number that earns

trust.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 A group reports as one economic entity; its parts keep their own books.

02 Intercompany sales, balances, and unrealised profit must be eliminated.

03 Internal trade counted as group revenue is fiction -- one pocket paying another.

04 Non-controlling interest recognises the share of a subsidiary owned by outsiders.

05 Goodwill is the premium over fair-value net assets -- capitalised and tested, not

amortised.

06 The consolidation process: entity books, eliminate, adjust, group accounts.

07 The true consolidated number is usually smaller -- and always more honest -- than the

naive sum.

08 Getting consolidation wrong overstates revenue, profit, and assets at once.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 16

IPO Readiness: The Finance Function Transformation

What It Takes to Turn a Private Company's Finance into a Public One
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16
IPO Readiness: The Finance Function

Transformation

What It Takes to Turn a Private Company's Finance into a Public One

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | The Public-Markets Question | Readiness Assessment

INTRODUCTION

Daniel said it almost shyly: 'Could we ever take Brightline public?' Suraj did not laugh, and did not

flatter. 'One day, yes. But a public company's finance function is a different animal -- audited,

quarterly, regulated, permanently on the record. Right now we are years from ready. That is fine.

What is not fine is finding out the week we try.'

Going public is not an event the finance function attends; it is a transformation the finance function

must already have completed. The scrutiny, cadence, and accountability of public markets are

unforgiving, and they cannot be assembled in a quarter.

For a CFO, IPO readiness is an honest assessment long before any banker is called: where does

the finance function stand against the public-company standard, what is the gap, and what is the

multi-year path to close it?

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> What changes when a company goes public

-> The IPO readiness assessment -- the gap to listed standard

-> Finance function maturity required for public markets

-> Reporting, controls, and governance under regulation
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-> The multi-year path, started years early

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Explain how finance changes for a public company

* Run an IPO readiness assessment against the listed standard

* Judge whether the finance function is mature enough

* Understand reporting, controls, and governance under regulation

* Build the multi-year readiness path before it is urgent

THE ONE QUESTION

If you had to publish audited results every quarter, on a deadline, to

regulators and the public -- could your finance function do it next

month?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

A public company's finance function lives under a different physics. Results are audited, reported

quarterly to a deadline, governed by regulation, and permanently on the public record. A miss is

not an internal embarrassment; it is a market event with legal weight.

IPO readiness begins with an honest assessment: scoring the finance function against the

listed-company standard across reporting speed, control maturity, governance, audit history, and

the ability to forecast and explain results to outsiders. The output is a gap, not a yes or no.

The maturity required is high. A fast, reliable close; controls an external auditor will sign; a board

and audit committee operating at standard; clean, restatement-free history; and the discipline to

give guidance and meet it. Most private companies sit well below this, and that is normal -- the

point is to know the distance.

Closing the gap is a multi-year path, not a pre-IPO scramble. Controls, audit history, reporting

cadence, and governance are built over years, so that when the markets question finally comes,

the answer is 'we have been ready for some time' -- not 'give us eighteen months'.
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SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj scored Brightline Group against the public-company standard rather than answering Daniel's

question with a feeling. The close was good but not quarter-to-deadline fast; controls were strong

post-Chapter-1 but not yet audit-signed at listed depth; governance existed but the audit committee

was new; the group had no multi-year clean audit history.

The assessment produced a gap and a path, not a verdict. Build a two-day quarterly close; carry

an external audit for three clean years; mature the audit committee; institute guidance discipline.

Years of work -- begun now, calmly, instead of in a panic later.

Daniel's shy question got an honest answer: not yet, but here is exactly how, and here is the head

start. Whether or not Brightline ever lists, Suraj noted, building to that standard makes it a stronger,

more valuable, more fundable company anyway. Readiness is worth it even if you never use it.

THE VISUAL -- THE READINESS ASSESSMENT

What is at stake when readiness is assumed -- then the gap, the maturity bar, and the multi-year

path.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s A PUBLIC COMPANY'S FINANCE FUNCTION CANNOT BE ASSEMBLED

IN A QUARTER.
Audited, quarterly, regulated, on the record -- the public-markets standard is built over years, not weeks.

s RED FLAG

If you could not publish audited results to a deadline next month, you are not IPO-ready -- and discovering

that during the process is the most expensive way to learn it.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

The public-markets question has been asked. The honest answer requires an assessment now, because

the gap takes years -- not months -- to close.

WHAT THIS MEANS

IPO readiness is an assessment against the listed standard: reporting speed, control maturity,

governance, audit history, and guidance discipline.

u THE CFO'S CALL
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Assess the gap honestly and start the multi-year path early. Build to the standard even if you never list -- it

makes the company stronger regardless.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: treating an IPO as an event to prepare for in the final year. The readiness is the years before, not

the roadshow.

IF: Readiness is assumed instead of assessed

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Quarterly close to deadline ready scramble

Audit sign-off at depth clean gaps

Guidance met credible missed

Market / regulator trust earned damaged

GAP, MATURITY, PATH

IPO READINESS -- GROUP

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Close speed 4 days 2 days, on deadline WATCH

Audit history (clean years) 0 3 OFF TRACK

Audit committee New Mature WATCH

Guidance discipline None Established OFF TRACK

PUBLIC-COMPANY STANDARD

Quarterly reporting Audited results to a deadline, on the record

Control maturity Controls an external auditor will sign

Governance Board and audit committee at listed standard

Guidance Forecasts given to the market -- and met

READINESS GAP AND PATH n TEMPLATE

Area Now Target Years

Reporting cadence Monthly Quarterly to deadline 1-2

Audit history None 3 clean years 3

Governance Forming Listed standard 1-2
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Forecasting / guidance Internal Market-grade 2

ƒ Closing the gap is a multi-year path, begun calmly now -- not a pre-IPO scramble.

IPO READINESS CHECKLIST

n Readiness assessed against listed standard

7 Multi-year clean audit history under way

! Audit committee maturing to standard

n Guidance and forecasting discipline building

BY THE NUMBERS

CLOSE SPEED

4 days

CLEAN AUDIT YEARS

0 -> 3

READINESS

60%

GAPS TO CLOSE

4

Assess Build Audit history List-ready

IPO READINESS BY AREA

Now Target

Reporting cadence Monthly Quarterly

Audit history None 3 years

Governance Forming Listed std

Guidance discipline None Established

3-SCENARIO VIEW: THE LISTING

THE LISTING

METRIC BEST CASE BASE CASE WORST CASE

Readiness at window Ready Gap remains Not ready

Indicative valuation Premium Fair Discounted

Decision List Delay 12-18m Stay private
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Assumptions: Build + market conditions strong / base / weak at the window.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, going public was a future event. After it, it is a standard the finance function

builds toward for years -- whether or not it ever lists.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From feeling to assessment

Readiness is scored against the listed standard, producing a gap and a path rather than a

hopeful yes.

From scramble to multi-year build

Controls, audit history, and governance are built over years, so readiness is in place before it

is needed.

From event to standard

Building to the public-company standard makes the company stronger and more valuable even

if it never lists.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Could your finance function publish audited results to a quarterly deadline next month?

The honest answer is your readiness assessment.

2. How many years of clean, external-audited history do you have? Public markets expect

several -- and they cannot be backdated.

3. Even if you never go public, which part of the listed standard would most strengthen your

company if you built it now?

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS
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You do not get ready for the public markets in the year you go. You get ready in the years

before, quietly, so that when the question comes the answer is simply yes. And building to

that bar makes you stronger even if you never use it.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

IPO readiness is a transformation completed long before any banker is called -- assessed honestly,

built over years, and worth doing even if the company never lists.

At Brightline Group, the assessment turned a shy question into a clear gap and a multi-year path --

and a stronger company in the meantime.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 A public company's finance function is audited, quarterly, regulated, and on the record.

02 Readiness begins with an honest assessment against the listed standard.

03 The output is a gap and a path -- not a yes or no.

04 High maturity is required: fast close, audit sign-off, governance, guidance discipline.

05 Most private companies sit well below the bar -- the point is to know the distance.

06 Closing the gap is a multi-year path, not a pre-IPO scramble.

07 Build readiness early so the answer is 'ready for some time', not 'give us eighteen

months'.

08 Building to the standard strengthens the company even if it never lists.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 17

Fractional CFO: Strategy and Execution

CFO-Level Capability Without a Full-Time Cost -- the Model Suraj Embodies
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17
Fractional CFO: Strategy and Execution

CFO-Level Capability Without a Full-Time Cost -- the Model Suraj Embodies

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | The Fractional Model | CFO Capability, Part-Time Cost

INTRODUCTION

Daniel finally asked the question that had been forming for months. 'Suraj, you have done

everything a CFO does. Why aren't you full-time?' Suraj smiled. 'Because you do not yet need me

full-time. A $24M group needs a CFO's judgement, not a CFO's salary five days a week. That gap

-- real need, part-time scale -- is exactly what a fractional CFO fills.'

Most growing companies hit the same wall: they have outgrown a bookkeeper and a part-time

accountant, but cannot yet justify -- or attract -- a full-time CFO. The result is a dangerous gap

where CFO-level decisions are made by people without CFO-level experience.

The fractional CFO closes that gap: senior financial judgement, brought in for the days a week the

business actually needs it. It is the model Suraj has embodied throughout this book -- and

understanding it is how a founder buys the capability without the full cost.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> The gap between a bookkeeper and a full-time CFO

-> What a fractional CFO actually does

-> The engagement model and how it is priced

-> Fractional versus full-time -- when each fits
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-> Finance as a service: the broader model

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Recognise the capability gap a fractional CFO fills

* Describe what a fractional CFO delivers and does not

* Structure a fractional engagement and its scope

* Decide when fractional fits and when full-time is needed

* Understand finance-as-a-service as a scalable model

THE ONE QUESTION

Does your business need a CFO's judgement -- but not yet a CFO's

full-time salary? That gap is precisely the fractional model's home.

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

There is a stage every growing company reaches where the financial decisions have outgrown the

financial team. The questions are CFO questions -- funding, allocation, M&A;, controls, strategy --

but the company is too small to afford, or attract, a full-time CFO. That gap is where the most

expensive financial mistakes get made.

A fractional CFO fills it: a senior finance leader engaged for one or two days a week, bringing the

same judgement a full-timer would, scaled to what the business needs and can afford. They build

the systems, guide the decisions, and -- done well -- grow the in-house team to eventually take

over.

The engagement is scoped and priced for outcomes, not hours: the systems built, the decisions

guided, the function matured. A good fractional CFO works to make themselves progressively less

necessary -- raising the in-house capability until full-time is justified or no longer needed.

Finance as a service generalises this: outsourced or fractional access to finance capability --

controllership, FP&A;, CFO judgement -- delivered as a service rather than a hire. For the

right-stage company, it is how to buy capability that would otherwise be out of reach.
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SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj's engagement with Brightline Group was the model in action. Two days a week, he built the

Finance OS this book describes, guided the Hartwell integration, and steered the funding round --

CFO-level work, at a fraction of a full-time CFO's cost.

Crucially, he was building toward his own redundancy. Sarah, the in-house finance lead, had

grown through every chapter -- and the plan was always that she would rise toward the CFO role

as the group's scale finally justified it. The fractional CFO's success is measured partly by how well

the team no longer needs him.

For Daniel, the maths was simple. A full-time CFO of Suraj's calibre was both unaffordable and

unattractable at $24M. The fractional model gave him the judgement without the salary -- and a

plan to grow into a full-time function when the business earned it.

THE VISUAL -- THE FRACTIONAL MODEL

What is at stake when the capability gap is left unfilled -- then the model, the engagement, and the

fit.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s MANY COMPANIES MAKE CFO-LEVEL DECISIONS WITHOUT

CFO-LEVEL EXPERIENCE.
Too big for a bookkeeper, too small for a full-time CFO -- and the most expensive financial mistakes live

in that gap.

s RED FLAG

If your funding, allocation, and M&A; decisions are being made by people without CFO experience, the

gap is not saving you money -- it is costing you the most.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

A $24M group has CFO-level questions and a sub-CFO budget. The fractional model is built precisely for

this stage.

WHAT THIS MEANS

A fractional CFO brings senior judgement for the days a week you need it -- building systems, guiding

decisions, and maturing the in-house team.
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u THE CFO'S CALL

Buy the judgement, not the full-time salary, until the business justifies it. Engage for outcomes, and have

the fractional CFO grow your team toward independence.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: stretching a junior team into CFO decisions to save cost, or hiring a full-time CFO years too

early. Match the model to the stage.

IF: CFO-level decisions made without CFO-level experience

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Funding terms protected poorly negotiated

Capital allocation optimised guessed

Controls and risk built gaps left

Cost right-sized mis-sized either way

THE MODEL, THE ENGAGEMENT, THE FIT

FRACTIONAL VS FULL-TIME CFO

Fractional CFO Senior judgement, 1-2 days/week, scaled cost

Full-time CFO Full salary, justified at larger scale

Finance as a service Outsourced finance capability, on demand

The goal Build the function until it can stand alone

FRACTIONAL ENGAGEMENT MODEL n TEMPLATE

Element Approach

Scope Outcomes: systems, decisions, maturity

Time 1-2 days per week, scaled to need

Pricing For value delivered, not hours billed

Exit Grow the in-house team to take over

ƒ A good fractional CFO works to become progressively less necessary.

WHEN FRACTIONAL FITS

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

CFO-level decisions Frequent Yes ON TRACK
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Full-time CFO affordable Not yet Fractional WATCH

In-house finance lead Growing Mentor up WATCH

Stage Scaling SME Ideal fit ON TRACK

ENGAGING A FRACTIONAL CFO

n Scope defined by outcomes, not hours

! Clear plan to mature the in-house team

n Systems built to outlast the engagement

n Transition to full-time mapped for the future

BY THE NUMBERS

DAYS / MONTH

6

FOCUS AREAS

4

TIME TO FIRST WIN

30 days

COST VS FULL-TIME

~40%

Diagnose Design Implement Embed

FRACTIONAL CFO ENGAGEMENT n TEMPLATE

Phase Focus Outcome

Diagnose Read the business Gap map

Design Controls, OS, plan Blueprint

Implement Build + automate Working system

Embed Develop the team Runs without me

ƒ A fractional CFO is hired to build a function -- and a team that outlasts the engagement.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, the choice felt binary -- bookkeeper or full-time CFO. After it, the fractional

model fills the gap between, matched to the company's stage.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From gap to filled
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CFO-level judgement is brought in for the days a week the business needs, instead of being

left to a junior team.

From hours to outcomes

The engagement is scoped and priced for the systems built and decisions guided, not time

billed.

From dependence to independence

The fractional CFO grows the in-house team toward taking over -- success is measured by

becoming less necessary.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Are your most important financial decisions being made by someone with genuine CFO

experience? If not, you have the gap this model fills.

2. Could you justify a full-time CFO today -- in cost and in the role's scope? If not, would

fractional judgement close the gap?

3. Who is your in-house finance lead, and what would it take to grow them toward the CFO

role over time?

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

A good fractional CFO is hired to eventually not be needed. The job is to build the systems

and the people until the company can run the finance engine itself -- and to know when that

day has come.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

The fractional CFO model brings senior financial judgement to the stage of company that needs it

most and can afford it least -- filling the dangerous gap between a bookkeeper and a full-time hire.
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At Brightline Group, it is the model that built the entire Finance OS at a fraction of full-time cost,

while growing Sarah toward the CFO role the group will one day justify.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 Growing companies hit a gap: too big for a bookkeeper, too small for a full-time CFO.

02 The most expensive financial mistakes are made in that gap.

03 A fractional CFO brings full CFO judgement for the days a week the business needs.

04 Engagements are scoped and priced for outcomes, not hours.

05 A good fractional CFO builds toward their own redundancy -- maturing the in-house

team.

06 Finance as a service generalises the model: finance capability delivered on demand.

07 Match the model to the stage -- fractional for scaling SMEs, full-time at larger scale.

08 The goal is always a function strong enough to eventually stand on its own.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 18

AI and Automation in Finance

Freeing the Finance Function from Production to Judgement
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THE CFO PLAYBOOK | BOOK 3 OF 4

18
AI and Automation in Finance

Freeing the Finance Function from Production to Judgement

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | Finance Automation Programme | AI, RPA, and the Close

INTRODUCTION

Sarah's team spent nine days a month producing the close and almost none analysing it. Suraj

drew a line down the whiteboard. 'Everything on the left is production -- gathering, matching,

reconciling. A machine can do most of it. Everything on the right is judgement -- and that is the only

part worth a human's time. Let us move the line.'

Most finance teams spend their days producing numbers and their scraps of time understanding

them. Automation inverts that: machines handle the gathering, matching, and reconciling; people

are freed for the judgement only they can provide.

AI and automation are not about cutting the finance team. They are about moving it up the value

chain -- from production to insight. For a growing group, this is how a lean function covers far more

ground without simply hiring more hands.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> The production-versus-judgement divide

-> RPA: automating the repetitive and rule-based

-> AI use cases: forecasting, anomaly detection, and analysis

-> Generative AI for finance -- and its limits
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-> Building an automation roadmap without losing control

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Separate finance work into production (automatable) and judgement (human)

* Identify RPA candidates in the close and transaction cycles

* Apply AI to forecasting, anomaly detection, and reporting

* Use generative AI safely, with controls and human review

* Sequence an automation roadmap by value and risk

THE ONE QUESTION

What share of your finance team's time is spent producing numbers

versus understanding them -- and which share would you rather

grow?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

Finance work splits cleanly into production -- gathering data, matching, reconciling, formatting --

and judgement -- interpreting, recommending, deciding. Production is rules-based and repetitive; it

is exactly what machines do best. Judgement is where humans earn their place.

Robotic process automation handles the rule-based work: pulling data, matching invoices to

purchase orders, posting recurring entries, running reconciliations. It does not get tired or skip a

step, and it frees days each month that were spent on tasks that taught no one anything.

AI goes further. It forecasts from drivers, flags anomalies a human would miss across thousands of

transactions, and drafts analysis from data. Generative AI can summarise, explain, and draft -- but

it must be governed: every material output reviewed, every number traced, controls never

bypassed for speed.

The discipline is sequencing. Automate the highest-volume, lowest-judgement work first; keep a

human in the loop wherever a decision or a control sits; and never let automation outrun the

controls from Chapter 1. Speed without control is just faster error.
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SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj's automation programme at Brightline Group started with the close. RPA took over bank

reconciliations, invoice matching, and recurring journals across both entities, cutting the close from

nine days to four -- and freeing Sarah's team for the analysis they never had time for.

AI then layered on top: a driver-based forecast that updated with actuals, and anomaly detection

that flagged the kind of pattern Chapter 3's forensic work had caught by hand. Generative AI

drafted the first cut of the board narrative -- always reviewed, never trusted blindly.

The headcount did not shrink; the work changed. The team that had produced numbers now

interpreted them. Suraj's line held: the machine took the left of the whiteboard, and the people

moved right -- to the judgement that was the only part worth their time.

THE VISUAL -- THE AUTOMATION PROGRAMME

What is at stake when finance stays manual -- then the production/judgement split, the use cases,

and the roadmap.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s A FINANCE TEAM THAT SPENDS NINE DAYS PRODUCING THE CLOSE

HAS NO TIME TO UNDERSTAND IT.
Production crowds out judgement -- and judgement is the only part of finance worth a human's time.

s RED FLAG

If your best people spend their month gathering and reconciling, you are paying for judgement and getting

data entry.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

A growing group needs more finance ground covered, not more headcount. Automation is how a lean

team scales without simply hiring.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Automation moves the line: machines take production -- gathering, matching, reconciling -- and free

people for interpretation and decisions.

u THE CFO'S CALL
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Automate the highest-volume, lowest-judgement work first. Keep a human in the loop at every decision

and control -- never bypass controls for speed.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: automating a broken process, or letting generative AI post numbers no one checked. Speed

without control is just faster error.

IF: Finance stays fully manual as the group grows

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Time for analysis ample none

Close speed fast 9+ days

Scaling cost automation more hires

Error rate low rising

THE SPLIT, THE USE CASES, THE ROADMAP

DATA

Gather from systems automatically

RPA

Match, reconcile, post recurring entries

AI

Forecast, detect anomalies, draft analysis

JUDGEMENT

Human interprets, recommends, decides

AUTOMATION TOOLKIT

RPA Bots for repetitive, rule-based tasks

AI forecasting Driver-based prediction, updated with actuals

Anomaly detection Flags outliers across large data

Generative AI Drafts and summarises -- always reviewed

AUTOMATION ROADMAP n TEMPLATE

Process Tool Judgement?

Bank reconciliation RPA Low -- automate

Invoice matching RPA Low -- automate

Forecasting AI Medium -- assist

Anomaly detection AI Medium -- assist

Board narrative Gen AI + review High -- human
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ƒ Automate low-judgement, high-volume work first. Keep humans on every decision and control.

CLOSE TRANSFORMATION

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Close duration 9 days 4 days ON TRACK

Time on analysis Minimal Majority ON TRACK

Manual reconciliations All Exceptions only ON TRACK

Controls maintained Yes Yes ON TRACK

AUTOMATION DISCIPLINE

n Production separated from judgement

! Highest-volume work automated first

n Human in the loop at every control

! Generative AI outputs always reviewed

BY THE NUMBERS

HOURS SAVED / MONTH

120

PROCESSES AUTOMATED

8

ERROR RATE

Down

PAYBACK

4 months

Identify Pilot Scale Govern

AUTOMATION USE-CASES

Value Readiness

Bank reconciliation High Ready

Reporting packs High Ready

Forecasting Medium Pilot

Anomaly detection High Pilot

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW
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Before this chapter, the finance team produced numbers. After it, machines produce and the team

judges -- the same people, moved up the value chain.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From manual to automated production

RPA takes the repetitive, rule-based work, cutting the close and freeing days each month.

From hindsight to foresight

AI forecasts from drivers and flags anomalies, turning finance from a historian into an

early-warning system.

From production to judgement

The team's time moves to interpretation and recommendation -- the only part of finance worth

a human.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. List your finance team's monthly tasks and mark each as production or judgement. What

share is production -- and could be automated?

2. What is your close duration? Which three steps, if automated, would shorten it the most?

3. Where could AI flag anomalies you currently catch by hand, if at all? That is a high-value,

low-risk place to start.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

Automation does not replace your finance team. It promotes them -- from the work a machine

should do to the judgement only a person can. Move the line, and the same people become

twice as valuable.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION
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AI and automation move the finance function up the value chain: machines handle production,

people are freed for judgement, and a lean team covers a growing group without ballooning

headcount.

At Brightline Group, the close halved, anomaly detection went automatic, and the team that

produced numbers now interprets them -- all without bypassing a single control.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 Finance work splits into production (automatable) and judgement (human).

02 RPA handles repetitive, rule-based tasks: reconciliations, matching, recurring entries.

03 AI forecasts from drivers and detects anomalies across large data sets.

04 Generative AI drafts and summarises -- but every material output is reviewed.

05 Automate the highest-volume, lowest-judgement work first.

06 Keep a human in the loop at every decision and control point.

07 Never bypass controls for speed -- speed without control is faster error.

08 Automation promotes the team from production to judgement, not out of a job.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 19

Cyber and Data Risk for Finance

Why the Finance Function Is the Prime Target -- and How a CFO Defends It
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THE CFO PLAYBOOK | BOOK 3 OF 4

19
Cyber and Data Risk for Finance

Why the Finance Function Is the Prime Target -- and How a CFO Defends It

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | A Near-Miss Payment Fraud | Finance in the Crosshairs

INTRODUCTION

The email looked exactly like Daniel: same signature, same tone, urgent, asking finance to wire a

large sum to a new supplier 'today, quietly'. A junior almost paid it. Suraj caught it -- and then made

it a lesson. 'Finance is the prime cyber target, not IT. We hold the payments and the data. A single

convincing email, one weak control, and the money is gone before anyone notices. This is a

financial risk, and it is ours to manage.'

Cyber risk is often treated as an IT problem. For a CFO it is a financial one: the finance function

controls the payments and holds the data attackers want most, which makes it the favourite target

for fraud, ransomware, and theft.

Defending it is not about technology alone; it is about the controls, verification, and response that

stop a convincing attack from becoming a catastrophic loss.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> Why finance is the prime cyber target

-> The main threats: payment fraud, ransomware, data breach

-> The controls that actually stop them

-> Incident response -- when, not if
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-> Cyber as a financial risk the CFO owns

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* See why finance, not just IT, is the cyber target

* Recognise the main financial cyber threats

* Apply the controls that prevent payment fraud and breaches

* Prepare an incident response before an attack

* Own cyber as a financial risk at the CFO level

THE ONE QUESTION

If a convincing email from you told finance to wire money to a new

account today, how many controls would it have to beat before the

payment went out?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

Finance is the prime target because it sits on the two things attackers want: the ability to move

money and the data to exploit. Business-email compromise, fake-supplier fraud, and ransomware

aim squarely at the finance function -- not the IT department.

The common attacks are mundane and effective: a spoofed email impersonating the CEO or a

supplier, a changed bank account on a real invoice, ransomware locking the systems, or a breach

of customer and financial data. Each works by beating a weak or missing control, not by clever

hacking.

The defences are controls, not gadgets: independent verification of any payment or bank-detail

change through a separate channel, multi-factor authentication, segregation of duties on

payments, tested backups against ransomware, and vendor checks. The same controls that stop

fraud stop most cyber loss.

And response matters as much as prevention, because some attack eventually succeeds. A

prepared incident plan -- who acts, how to contain, how to recover, who to notify -- turns a potential
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catastrophe into a managed event. Cyber is a financial risk, and like every financial risk, the CFO

must own it.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

The near-miss became Suraj's case study. He instituted a hard rule: any new bank detail or

payment above a threshold is verified by a call-back to a known number, never by replying to the

email that requested it. The single control that would have stopped the fraud, made permanent.

He layered the rest: multi-factor authentication on finance systems, strict segregation on payments,

tested offline backups so ransomware could not hold the group hostage, and a check on any

supplier bank-detail change. None of it exotic -- all of it the financial controls of a serious function,

pointed at a modern threat.

Then he wrote a one-page incident plan: who is called, what is frozen, how the bank is alerted, who

must be notified. Daniel, who had thought cyber was 'an IT thing', understood: 'The attacker was

not after our servers. They were after our payment. That makes it mine.' Suraj nodded -- that was

the whole lesson.

THE VISUAL -- FINANCE IN THE CROSSHAIRS

What is at stake when cyber is left to IT -- then the threats, the controls, and the response.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s FINANCE IS THE PRIME CYBER TARGET -- NOT IT.
The finance function holds the payments and the data attackers want. One convincing email and one

weak control can move the money before anyone notices.

s RED FLAG

A new bank account on a real invoice, or an urgent 'CEO' email to wire funds quietly, is the classic attack --

and it beats trust, not technology.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

A near-miss payment fraud just reached the finance team. The next one will be better crafted, and the

control that stops it must already be in place.

WHAT THIS MEANS
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Cyber is a financial risk: it targets payments and data, and the defences are verification, segregation, MFA,

backups, and a response plan.

u THE CFO'S CALL

Verify every payment and bank-detail change through a separate channel; layer MFA, segregation, and

tested backups; and write the incident plan now.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: treating cyber as 'an IT thing'. The attacker is not after the servers -- they are after the payment,

which makes it the CFO's risk.

IF: A spoofed payment request beats a weak control

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Bank-detail change verified trusted

Funds retained wired out

Recovery odds high near zero

Who owned the risk finance 'IT, not us'

THREATS, CONTROLS, RESPONSE

THE THREAT AND ITS CONTROL n TEMPLATE

Threat How it works The control

CEO / supplier impersonation Spoofed urgent email Call-back verification

Changed bank details New account on real invoice Verify via known channel

Ransomware Systems locked for ransom Tested offline backups

Data breach Customer / financial data stolen Access limits + MFA

ƒ Each attack beats a missing control, not a firewall. The control is the defence.

CYBER-FINANCE CONCEPTS

Business-email compromise Impersonation to redirect a payment

Call-back verification Confirming via a separately known number

Segregation of duties No one person moves money alone

Incident response The pre-set plan for when an attack lands

CYBER CONTROL HEALTH -- FINANCE
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KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Payment / bank-change verification Ad hoc Mandatory call-back OFF TRACK

MFA on finance systems Partial All WATCH

Tested offline backups Untested Tested WATCH

Incident response plan None Written + drilled OFF TRACK

CYBER-FINANCE CHECKLIST

! Independent verification on payments and bank changes

n MFA and segregation enforced

n Backups tested against ransomware

7 Incident response plan written and rehearsed

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, cyber was IT's problem. After it, it is a financial risk the CFO owns -- defended

by the same controls that stop fraud.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From IT to finance

Cyber is recognised as a financial risk because it targets the payments and data finance

controls.

From trust to verification

Every payment and bank-detail change is verified through a separate channel, not taken on a

convincing email.

From prevention to readiness

An incident plan is prepared in advance, turning an eventual successful attack into a managed

event.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Trace your payment process: could a convincing email change a bank account and

release funds? If so, add independent call-back verification today.
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2. Check your backups -- are they tested and offline? Untested backups are the reason

ransomware works.

3. Do you have a written cyber incident plan: who acts, what is frozen, who is notified? If not,

write the one page now, before you need it.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

Daniel, the attacker does not want your servers. They want your payment, sitting in your

finance team, one convincing email away. That is why cyber is not IT's problem to hand you --

it is yours to own, with the controls you already understand.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Cyber is a financial risk the CFO owns: finance is the prime target, the attacks aim at payments

and data, and the defences are verification, segregation, MFA, tested backups, and a response

plan.

At Brightline Group, a near-miss became a permanent call-back rule, layered controls, and a

written incident plan -- the financial controls of a serious function aimed at a modern threat.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 Finance is the prime cyber target -- it holds the payments and the data.

02 Common attacks: email impersonation, changed bank details, ransomware, data breach.

03 Each attack beats a weak or missing control, not a firewall.

04 Independent call-back verification stops most payment fraud.

05 MFA, segregation, and tested backups are the core defences.

06 An incident response plan turns an eventual attack into a managed event.

07 Cyber is a financial risk, not merely an IT problem.
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08 The attacker wants the payment -- which makes it the CFO's to own.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 20

Finance OS: Architecture and Implementation

Assembling the Components into One System -- and the 7% It Protects
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20
Finance OS: Architecture and

Implementation

Assembling the Components into One System -- and the 7% It Protects

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | The Finance OS | Controls + Risk + Cash + Insight, as One

INTRODUCTION

Suraj drew a single diagram for Daniel: controls, audit, risk, balance-sheet, tax-treasury, reporting,

automation -- each a box, all connected. 'You have been buying these one at a time. Together they

are not seven projects. They are one system -- a Finance Operating System. And run properly, it

protects roughly seven cents of every revenue dollar that a weak finance function quietly loses.'

Each chapter of this book has built a component: controls, assurance, risk, balance-sheet

intelligence, cash, communication, allocation, automation. Alone, each helps. Connected, they

become something larger -- a Finance Operating System that runs the financial engine of the

company.

A Finance OS is the difference between a finance function that reacts and one that runs. For a

growing group, it is the architecture that lets finance scale with the business instead of forever

chasing it -- and it protects real money, every period.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> What a Finance Operating System is

-> The components and how they connect

-> The roughly 7% of revenue a weak function leaks



THE CFO PLAYBOOK Ch 20  |  Finance OS: Architecture and Implement

Suraj Kumar Lohani  |  7AM & Realtime CFO  |  7amandrealtimecfo.com 135

-> From projects to a system

-> Operating, monitoring, and improving the OS

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Define a Finance Operating System and its purpose

* Connect the book's components into one architecture

* Quantify the leakage a strong Finance OS prevents

* Move from one-off projects to a running system

* Operate and continuously improve the OS over time

THE ONE QUESTION

Are your finance capabilities a set of disconnected projects -- or one

system where each part strengthens the others?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

A Finance Operating System is the connected whole of a company's financial capabilities: controls

that protect, assurance that verifies, risk that anticipates, intelligence that informs, cash that funds,

communication that aligns, and automation that scales. Each is a component; the OS is how they

work together.

The components reinforce each other. Controls feed assurance; risk informs allocation; automation

frees judgement; reporting carries it all to the board. Run as separate projects, they leave gaps.

Run as a system, the gaps close and the whole exceeds the sum.

The value is concrete. The leakage a weak finance function suffers -- fraud and error (recall

roughly 5% of revenue without controls), cash trapped in working capital, tax overpaid, decisions

made on bad data -- adds up to several cents on every revenue dollar. A well-built Finance OS

protects roughly 7% of revenue that a weak one quietly loses.
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The shift is from projects to a system. A project ends; a system runs, is monitored, and improves.

The Finance OS is owned, measured against its own health metrics, and upgraded continuously --

because the business it serves never stops changing.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj's diagram reframed everything Brightline Group had built. The control work, the audit line, the

risk register, the balance-sheet cleanup, the cash pooling, the board pack, the automation -- Daniel

had seen them as seven wins. Suraj showed them as one operating system, each part feeding the

next.

The leakage they had already closed proved the 7%. Fraud exposure cut by controls, over $2M of

cash freed from the balance sheet, tax optimised, an overdraft erased by pooling, decisions

sharpened by clean data -- on a $24M group, the protected value ran well into seven figures, a

meaningful share of revenue that had been quietly bleeding.

Most importantly, it now ran as a system. Health metrics watched each component; the close was

automated; the board saw it monthly. Finance had stopped chasing the business and started

running alongside it. That, Suraj told Daniel, is what a Finance OS buys: not a report, but a running

engine.

THE VISUAL -- THE FINANCE OPERATING SYSTEM

What is at stake when capabilities stay disconnected -- then the system, the protected value, and

the operating discipline.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s A WEAK FINANCE FUNCTION QUIETLY LEAKS ROUGHLY 7% OF

REVENUE.
Fraud, trapped cash, overpaid tax, and bad-data decisions -- on a $24M group, that is well over a million

dollars a year.

s RED FLAG

Disconnected finance projects leave gaps between them -- and the leaks live exactly in those gaps,

invisible to any single project.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW
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The group has built seven components one at a time. Connected now, they become a system that scales

with the business; left separate, they decay into silos.

WHAT THIS MEANS

A Finance OS is the connected whole -- controls, assurance, risk, cash, insight, automation -- where each

part strengthens the others.

u THE CFO'S CALL

Stop running finance as projects. Build the operating system, give it health metrics, and improve it

continuously as the business changes.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: treating each capability as a finished project. A project ends and decays; a system is owned,

monitored, and kept alive.

IF: Finance capabilities run as disconnected projects

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Gaps between components closed open

Revenue leakage ~contained ~7%

Scaling with the group smooth strained

Finance role runs ahead chases behind

THE SYSTEM, THE VALUE, THE DISCIPLINE

CONTROLS

Protect -- the foundation

RISK +
ASSURANCE

Anticipate and verify

CASH +
INTELLIGENCE

Fund and inform

AUTOMATION +
REPORTING

Scale and align

GROUP REVENUE

$24M

REVENUE PROTECTED

~7%

CASH FREED

$2M+

CLOSE TIME

4 days

FINANCE OS COMPONENTS n TEMPLATE

Component Protects / enables Source
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Controls + audit Fraud and error Ch 1-2

Risk + forensics Surprises and loss Ch 3-4

Balance sheet + cash Trapped cash, funding Ch 5-6

Reporting + allocation Decisions and capital Ch 7-12

Automation Scale and judgement Ch 13

ƒ Seven wins become one system. Each component feeds the next; the gaps between them close.

FINANCE OS HEALTH

n Components connected, not siloed

n System has its own health metrics

! Owned and monitored, not a finished project

n Improved continuously as the business changes

BY THE NUMBERS

OS MODULES

6

DATA SOURCES

5 -> 1

AUTOMATION

70%

GROUP CLOSE

2 days

Data Process Reporting Insight

FINANCE OS LAYERS n TEMPLATE

Layer Does what State

Data foundation One source of truth Live

Process Close, controls, AP/AR Live

Reporting Board + management packs Live

Insight KPIs, forecasts, alerts Live

ƒ The OS is layered -- each level only as strong as the data beneath it.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, finance was a set of projects. After it, it is one operating system -- connected,

owned, measured, and continuously improved.
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After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From components to system

The separate capabilities are connected so each strengthens the others and the gaps between

them close.

From cost to protection

The OS is understood by what it protects -- roughly 7% of revenue a weak function quietly

leaks.

From project to running engine

Finance stops being a series of finished projects and becomes a monitored, improving system

that scales with the business.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. List your finance capabilities. Are they connected into a system, or running as separate,

gap-leaving projects?

2. Estimate your own leakage -- fraud risk, trapped cash, overpaid tax, bad-data decisions.

How close to 7% of revenue is it?

3. Does your finance function have health metrics of its own, and an owner who improves it --

or is it a set of things that were once 'done'?

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

Buy finance one project at a time and you get seven things that decay. Build it as one

operating system and you get an engine that runs, scales, and protects roughly seven cents

of every dollar a weak function loses.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION
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A Finance Operating System is the connected whole of everything this book has built -- controls,

assurance, risk, cash, intelligence, communication, automation -- run as one engine rather than

seven projects.

At Brightline Group, the components Daniel saw as separate wins became a single system that

protects a meaningful share of revenue and finally lets finance run alongside the business instead

of chasing it.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 A Finance Operating System connects all financial capabilities into one running whole.

02 Components reinforce each other -- controls feed assurance, risk informs allocation,

automation frees judgement.

03 Run as separate projects, capabilities leave gaps where the leaks live.

04 A weak finance function leaks roughly 7% of revenue -- fraud, trapped cash, tax, bad

data.

05 A strong Finance OS protects that value, period after period.

06 The shift is from projects (which end) to a system (which runs and improves).

07 The OS is owned, measured by its own health metrics, and upgraded continuously.

08 Built as a system, finance runs alongside the business instead of chasing it.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 21

Tax Strategy and Optimisation

Keeping What the Law Allows -- Legally, Deliberately, and on the Record
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21
Tax Strategy and Optimisation

Keeping What the Law Allows -- Legally, Deliberately, and on the Record

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | Effective Tax Rate Under Review | Two Entities, One Structure

INTRODUCTION

Suraj put two numbers in front of Daniel: the headline tax rate, and what the group actually paid.

The second was higher. 'We are paying more tax than the law requires,' he said, 'not through

anyone's fault, but because no one has ever managed it. Tax planning is not evasion. It is simply

knowing the rules well enough to keep what they let us keep.'

Tax is most companies' largest single expense, and the one most often left unmanaged -- treated

as a year-end bill rather than a number that responds to deliberate, legal strategy. The gap

between the headline rate and the effective rate is where that strategy lives.

For a CFO, tax strategy is a discipline with a bright line: use the rules exactly as intended -- timing,

structure, reliefs -- and never, ever cross into evasion. Done right, it keeps money the law was

always willing to let the company keep.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> Effective tax rate versus the headline rate

-> Corporate tax planning -- timing, structure, and reliefs

-> Transfer pricing basics -- arm's length, documented

-> Tax-efficient structures done legally
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-> The bright line a CFO never crosses

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Calculate and manage the group's effective tax rate

* Use legitimate planning levers: timing, structure, reliefs

* Apply arm's-length, documented transfer pricing

* Build tax-efficient structures within the law

* Hold the bright line between planning and evasion

THE ONE QUESTION

Do you know the difference between your headline tax rate and what

your business actually pays -- and what legal levers could close part

of that gap?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

The effective tax rate -- what the group actually pays as a percentage of profit -- is rarely the

headline rate. The difference comes from timing, structure, reliefs, and incentives the law

deliberately offers. Understanding the gap reveals the legitimate levers to manage it.

Corporate tax planning uses those levers: timing income and deductions, claiming the reliefs and

incentives the law provides, and structuring the group sensibly. It is the ordinary, expected work of

a competent finance function -- not aggression, simply diligence.

Transfer pricing governs charges between group entities. They must be arm's length -- the price

unrelated parties would use -- and documented. Get this right and the group is compliant and

efficient; get it wrong and a tax authority will reallocate profit and apply penalties.

Tax-efficient structures are legitimate when they reflect real substance and are properly

documented. The bright line is absolute: planning uses the rules as intended; evasion breaks them.

A CFO never crosses it -- not only because it is wrong, but because the penalty, reputational

damage, and personal liability dwarf any saving.
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SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Brightline Group's effective rate sat above where it needed to be -- the legacy of two entities never

managed as one. Suraj's review found unclaimed reliefs, mistimed deductions, and intra-group

charges set without an arm's-length basis.

Restructuring the intra-group charges on a documented, arm's-length footing, claiming the reliefs

the law plainly offered, and timing deductions sensibly brought the effective rate down --

legitimately, with nothing that would trouble an inspector.

Suraj was emphatic with Daniel about the line. An aggressive scheme had been floated; he

declined it flatly. 'The saving is small and the downside is ruin. We keep what the law lets us keep,

document everything, and sleep at night. That is the whole strategy.'

THE VISUAL -- THE TAX LENS

What is at stake when tax goes unmanaged -- then the rate, the levers, and the line.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s MANY COMPANIES PAY MORE TAX THAN THE LAW REQUIRES --

SIMPLY BECAUSE NO ONE MANAGES IT.
Tax is often the largest single expense, and the one most often left as a year-end bill rather than a

managed number.

s RED FLAG

An effective rate well above the headline rate, with unclaimed reliefs and undocumented intra-group

charges, is money left on the table -- or a penalty waiting to happen.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

Two merged entities were never managed as one tax position. The structure is inefficient now and

exposed later, unless it is set right deliberately.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Tax strategy manages the effective rate with legal levers -- timing, reliefs, structure -- and arm's-length,

documented transfer pricing.

u THE CFO'S CALL



THE CFO PLAYBOOK Ch 21  |  Tax Strategy and Optimisation

Suraj Kumar Lohani  |  7AM & Realtime CFO  |  7amandrealtimecfo.com 144

Manage the effective rate using the rules as intended; document transfer pricing at arm's length; and never

cross into evasion for a small saving.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: chasing an aggressive scheme. The saving is small; the penalty, reputation hit, and personal

liability are ruinous. Plan, never evade.

IF: Tax is left unmanaged across the group

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Reliefs claimed fully missed

Transfer pricing documented exposed

Effective rate optimised too high

Penalty risk none latent

RATE, LEVERS, LINE

PLAN, NEVER EVADE

Effective tax rate What you actually pay as a % of profit

Tax planning Using the rules as intended -- timing, reliefs, structure

Transfer pricing Arm's-length, documented intra-group charges

Tax evasion Breaking the rules -- the line a CFO never crosses

TAX POSITION -- GROUP

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Effective tax rate 27% 23% WATCH

Reliefs claimed Partial Full WATCH

Transfer pricing documented No Yes OFF TRACK

Aggressive schemes Declined Declined ON TRACK

LEGITIMATE LEVERS n TEMPLATE

Lever Action Effect

Reliefs / incentives Claim what the law offers Lower rate

Timing Time income and deductions Defer legally

Transfer pricing Arm's-length + documented Compliant + efficient
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Structure Reflect real substance Efficient, defensible

ƒ Every lever uses the rules as intended -- documented, defensible, and the right side of the line.

TAX STRATEGY CHECKLIST

! Effective tax rate tracked and managed

n All available reliefs claimed

7 Transfer pricing arm's-length and documented

3 No scheme that crosses the line into evasion

BY THE NUMBERS

HEADLINE RATE

30%

EFFECTIVE RATE

23%

RELIEFS CLAIMED

Full

ANNUAL SAVING

$0.12M

TAX BILL: HEADLINE TO PAYABLE ($000)

$810K

At headline

-$-90K

Reliefs

claimed

-$-30K

Timing

$690K

Tax payable

LEGITIMATE LEVERS n TEMPLATE

Lever Action Effect

Reliefs Claim what law offers Lower rate

Timing Time deductions Defer legally

Transfer pricing Arm's length + documented Compliant

Structure Real substance Defensible

ƒ Every lever uses the rules as intended -- documented, and the right side of the line.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW
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Before this chapter, tax was a year-end bill. After it, it is a managed number -- lowered legally and

deliberately, never aggressively.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From headline to effective rate

The CFO manages what the group actually pays, using the timing, reliefs, and structure the

law allows.

From undocumented to arm's length

Intra-group charges are set at arm's length and documented -- compliant and efficient at once.

From aggression to discipline

Legitimate planning replaces risky schemes; the bright line into evasion is never crossed.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Calculate your effective tax rate -- the real percentage, not the headline. The gap is where

legal strategy lives.

2. Are you claiming every relief and incentive the law plainly offers? Unclaimed reliefs are

money simply left behind.

3. If your business has intra-group charges, are they arm's length and documented? If not,

that is exposure, not efficiency.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

Good tax strategy is not clever -- it is diligent. Keep what the law lets you keep, document

every bit of it, and never reach for the scheme that saves a little and risks everything. The

boring path is the only one that lets you sleep.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION
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Tax strategy is the CFO managing the effective rate with legitimate levers -- timing, reliefs,

structure, and documented transfer pricing -- and holding the absolute line against evasion.

At Brightline Group, deliberate, documented planning lowered the effective rate legally, while an

aggressive scheme was declined flatly. The discipline kept money the law always allowed -- and

kept the group safe.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 The effective tax rate -- what you actually pay -- rarely equals the headline rate.

02 The gap comes from timing, structure, reliefs, and incentives the law offers.

03 Tax planning uses the rules as intended; it is diligence, not aggression.

04 Transfer pricing must be arm's length and documented.

05 Tax-efficient structures are legitimate when they reflect real substance.

06 Planning uses the rules; evasion breaks them -- a CFO never crosses that line.

07 An aggressive scheme's small saving is dwarfed by penalty and personal liability.

08 Keep what the law allows, document everything, and sleep at night.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 22

Investor Relations: The Financial Narrative

Earning Trust and Capital by Telling the Story Straight -- Especially the Hard Part



THE CFO PLAYBOOK Ch 22  |  Investor Relations: The Financial Narr

Suraj Kumar Lohani  |  7AM & Realtime CFO  |  7amandrealtimecfo.com 148

THE CFO PLAYBOOK | BOOK 3 OF 4

22
Investor Relations: The Financial Narrative

Earning Trust and Capital by Telling the Story Straight -- Especially the Hard

Part

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | Growth Capital Round | Investors Asking Hard Questions

INTRODUCTION

The investor meeting was going well until the hard question landed: 'Your retention dipped last

quarter -- why should we believe it recovers?' Daniel reached for a deflection. Suraj answered first,

straight: here is exactly why it dipped, here is what we did, here is the evidence it is working.

Afterward the lead investor said the quiet part aloud: 'That answer is why we're in.'

Investors do not fund spreadsheets. They fund a story they believe, told by people they trust -- and

trust is built most in the moment a hard question is answered straight rather than dodged.

Investor relations is the discipline of that narrative: a consistent, candid financial story, and the

composure to handle the questions that test it. Done well, it lowers the cost and raises the

availability of capital. Done badly, it quietly closes doors.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> What investors actually fund -- a believable narrative

-> The investor communication framework: consistent and candid

-> Financial narrative techniques -- the story behind the numbers

-> Q&A; management -- answering the hard question straight
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-> How candour lowers the cost of capital

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Build an investor narrative investors can believe

* Communicate consistently and candidly across periods

* Tell the story behind the numbers, not just the numbers

* Handle hard questions straight, without deflection

* Use candour to lower the cost and raise availability of capital

THE ONE QUESTION

When an investor asks you the hardest question about your

business, is your instinct to deflect it -- or to answer it straight?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

Investors fund a narrative, not a data dump: where the business is, where it is going, why the plan

is credible, and what the risks are. The numbers are evidence for the story; the story is what gets

funded.

The framework is consistency and candour. Saying the same things across periods, and being as

open about the misses as the wins, builds a track record of reliability. An investor who catches one

spun number discounts everything else you ever say.

Narrative technique is making the numbers mean something: framing the trend, explaining the

driver, connecting this quarter to the strategy. A figure with no story is noise; a story with no figure

is spin. Investors want both, tightly joined.

Q&A; is where trust is won or lost. The hard question -- the dip, the miss, the risk -- is the one that

matters. Answered straight, with cause and plan, it builds more credibility than any good news.

Deflected, it tells the investor exactly what you do under pressure. Candour, over time, is what

lowers a company's cost of capital.
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SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj built Brightline Group's investor narrative around the real story: a merged group integrating

well, diversifying off a concentrated customer, with a subscription line whose churn had been a

problem and was now being fixed. Misses included, not hidden.

When the retention question came, the candid answer -- cause, action, evidence -- did more for the

round than any polished slide. The investors were not buying perfection; they were buying a

finance leadership that told them the truth and had a plan.

Suraj's standing rule for Daniel became the chapter's lesson: lead with the hard part. 'The question

you least want is the one they most want answered. Answer it first and straight, and you have their

trust for everything else.' That trust, he knew, is what moves the cost of capital -- the quiet payoff of

candour.

THE VISUAL -- THE NARRATIVE SYSTEM

What is at stake when the story is spun -- then the framework, the technique, and the hard

question.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s INVESTORS DO NOT FUND SPREADSHEETS -- THEY FUND A STORY

THEY BELIEVE.
And they believe the one who answers the hard question straight, not the one with the most polished

slide.

s RED FLAG

An investor who catches a single spun number discounts everything else you say -- candour is not

optional, it is the whole currency.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

A growth-capital round is live. The narrative and the hard-question answers are moving the cost and

availability of capital right now.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Investor relations is a consistent, candid financial narrative plus the composure to handle the questions

that test it.
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u THE CFO'S CALL

Lead with the hard part: answer the toughest question first and straight, with cause and plan. Be as open

about misses as wins.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: deflecting the hard question to protect the story. The deflection is the answer the investor

remembers -- and distrusts.

IF: The hard question is deflected instead of answered

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Investor trust earned lost

Credibility of other claims intact discounted

Cost of capital lower higher

Round outcome funded stalls

FRAMEWORK, NARRATIVE, Q&A;

IR BUILDING BLOCKS

Narrative The believable story the numbers evidence

Consistency Saying the same things across periods

Candour As open about misses as about wins

Q&A; discipline Answering the hard question straight, with a plan

FINANCIAL NARRATIVE n TEMPLATE

Element Weak version Strong version

The numbers A data dump Evidence for the story

The trend Stated Framed and explained

The miss Hidden Led with, cause + plan

The risk Omitted Named and addressed

ƒ A figure with no story is noise; a story with no figure is spin. Investors want both.

IR HEALTH

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Narrative consistent across periods Mixed Consistent WATCH
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Misses disclosed candidly Sometimes Always WATCH

Hard questions answered straight Deflected Direct OFF TRACK

Effect on cost of capital -- Lowered ON TRACK

INVESTOR RELATIONS CHECKLIST

n Narrative consistent and candid

n Numbers tied to a clear story

! Hard questions answered straight, with a plan

n Misses disclosed as openly as wins

BY THE NUMBERS

NARRATIVE

CONSISTENCY

High

MISSES DISCLOSED

Always

HARD QS ANSWERED

100%

COST OF CAPITAL

Down

Narrative Evidence Q&A Trust

NARRATIVE: WEAK VS STRONG n TEMPLATE

Element Weak Strong

The numbers Data dump Evidence for the story

The miss Hidden Led with, cause + plan

The risk Omitted Named and addressed

ƒ A figure with no story is noise; a story with no figure is spin. Investors want both.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, the investor story was a polished pitch. After it, it is a candid narrative whose

hard questions are answered straight -- because that is what actually builds trust.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From data to narrative
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The numbers become evidence for a believable story, not a dump that investors must interpret

themselves.

From spin to candour

Misses are disclosed as openly as wins, building a track record investors can rely on.

From deflection to straight answers

The hard question is led with and answered directly -- the fastest way to earn and keep trust.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Write your business's story in five sentences. Do your numbers serve that story -- or are

they just a list?

2. What is the single hardest question an investor could ask you? Rehearse the straight,

cause-and-plan answer now, before they ask it.

3. Recall the last time you reported a miss. Did you lead with it candidly, or bury it? Candour

compounds; spin gets caught.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

The question you least want an investor to ask is precisely the one they most want answered.

Answer it first, answer it straight, and you have earned the right to be believed about

everything else.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Investor relations is the CFO's financial narrative aimed outward -- consistent, candid, and tested in

the Q&A; where trust is truly won or lost.
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At Brightline Group, a straight answer to a hard retention question did more for the round than any

slide, because investors fund truth-tellers with a plan.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 Investors fund a believable narrative, not a data dump -- numbers are the evidence.

02 The framework is consistency and candour, building a reliable track record.

03 An investor who catches one spun number discounts everything else.

04 Narrative technique ties each figure to its driver and the strategy.

05 Q&A; is where trust is won or lost; the hard question is the one that matters.

06 Answered straight, with cause and plan, a miss builds more trust than good news.

07 Deflection tells the investor exactly what you do under pressure.

08 Candour, over time, lowers a company's cost of capital.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 23

ESG Finance: Reporting and Integration

When Sustainability Stops Being Charity and Becomes a Financial Lever
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23
ESG Finance: Reporting and Integration

When Sustainability Stops Being Charity and Becomes a Financial Lever

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | Customer ESG Request | Reporting and Funding Implications

INTRODUCTION

A major customer's procurement team sent Brightline a sustainability questionnaire. Daniel waved

it off: 'We don't track that.' Suraj did not. 'Then we just found out why we are about to lose this

contract,' he said. 'ESG is no longer a charity slide. It is a procurement requirement, an investor

screen, and a lever on our cost of borrowing. It became financial while we weren't looking.'

Environmental, social, and governance reporting has moved from the back of the annual report to

the centre of real financial decisions. Customers screen suppliers on it, investors screen

companies on it, and lenders increasingly price loans against it.

For a CFO, ESG is no longer someone else's slide. It is data to be measured and reported with the

same rigour as any financial number, because it now affects revenue (contracts), capital

(investors), and cost (financing).

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> Why ESG became a financial matter

-> ESG reporting frameworks -- bringing rigour to the data

-> Sustainable finance -- green and ESG-linked funding

-> Impact measurement -- reporting what is real
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-> Integrating ESG into financial decisions

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Explain how ESG became a financial, not a charitable, matter

* Apply a recognised ESG reporting framework

* Understand sustainable finance and ESG-linked funding

* Measure and report impact with financial-grade rigour

* Integrate ESG into procurement, capital, and financing decisions

THE ONE QUESTION

If your biggest customer or lender asked for your ESG data

tomorrow, could you provide it -- or would that gap cost you the

relationship?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

ESG became financial the moment money started moving on it. Large customers now require

supplier ESG data to win contracts; investors screen and price companies on it; and lenders offer

better terms on green or ESG-linked facilities. What was reputational is now revenue, capital, and

cost.

Reporting frameworks bring the rigour. Recognised standards turn vague claims into measured,

comparable, auditable data -- emissions, diversity, governance, supply-chain practices -- reported

with the same discipline as financial figures. Unmeasured ESG is just marketing.

Sustainable finance is the funding side. Green loans, sustainability-linked facilities, and

ESG-screened equity reward companies that can evidence genuine performance -- sometimes

with a measurable discount on the cost of capital. The data unlocks the funding.

Impact measurement keeps it honest: reporting what is genuinely true, not what flatters, because

overstated ESG claims now carry real legal and reputational risk. Integrated properly, ESG sits

inside financial decisions -- procurement, capital allocation, financing -- rather than beside them as
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a separate gesture.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

The customer questionnaire was the wake-up call. Brightline Group had no ESG data, and the

contract was at genuine risk. Suraj treated it as a finance project: adopt a recognised framework,

measure the real numbers, and report them with the same rigour as the management accounts.

Once measured, the data did more than save the contract. It qualified the group for a

sustainability-linked facility at a measurably lower margin, and it satisfied a growth investor's ESG

screen. The same data unlocked revenue, capital, and cheaper funding.

Suraj integrated it rather than bolting it on: ESG metrics joined the board dashboard, and

sustainability factored into procurement and capital decisions. His message to Daniel closed the

loop on the opening scene: 'It stopped being charity the day a customer, an investor, and a lender

all priced it. We just caught up.'

THE VISUAL -- THE ESG LENS

What is at stake when ESG is dismissed -- then the frameworks, the funding, and the integration.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s ESG STOPPED BEING CHARITY THE DAY CUSTOMERS, INVESTORS,

AND LENDERS STARTED PRICING IT.
A missing ESG report is now a lost contract, a failed investor screen, and a higher cost of borrowing.

s RED FLAG

'We don't track that' is not a neutral answer to a customer's ESG questionnaire -- it is the reason the

contract goes to a competitor who does.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

A major customer has asked for ESG data the group cannot provide. Revenue, capital, and financing all

now depend on closing that gap.

WHAT THIS MEANS

ESG finance measures and reports sustainability data with financial-grade rigour, because it now affects

revenue, capital, and the cost of funding.
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u THE CFO'S CALL

Treat ESG as a finance project: adopt a framework, measure the real numbers, report honestly, and

integrate them into financial decisions.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: either ignoring ESG, or overstating it. The first loses contracts; the second invites legal and

reputational risk. Measure and report what is real.

IF: ESG is dismissed as 'not our area'

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Contracts requiring ESG data won lost

Investor ESG screens passed failed

ESG-linked funding unlocked forgone

Cost of capital lower higher

FRAMEWORKS, FUNDING, INTEGRATION

ESG FINANCE CONCEPTS

ESG reporting framework Standard turning claims into measured, auditable data

Sustainable finance Green / ESG-linked funding rewarding real performance

Impact measurement Reporting what is genuinely true, not flattering

Integration ESG inside financial decisions, not beside them

ESG READINESS -- GROUP

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

ESG data measured None Framework-based OFF TRACK

Customer questionnaire Cannot answer Answered OFF TRACK

Sustainability-linked funding Not eligible Qualified WATCH

ESG on board dashboard No Yes WATCH

ESG TO FINANCIAL OUTCOME n TEMPLATE

ESG action Financial outcome

Adopt reporting framework Wins / retains contracts

Measure and report honestly Passes investor screens
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Evidence performance Unlocks ESG-linked funding

Integrate into decisions Lowers cost of capital

ƒ The same data unlocks revenue, capital, and cheaper funding -- once it is measured.

ESG FINANCE CHECKLIST

7 Recognised reporting framework adopted

! ESG data measured with financial rigour

n Sustainable-finance options explored

n ESG integrated into financial decisions

BY THE NUMBERS

FRAMEWORK ADOPTED

Yes

METRICS TRACKED

12

ESG-LINKED FUNDING

Qualified

RATE DISCOUNT

-15 bps

Measure Report Fund Integrate

ESG READINESS (E / S / G)

Measured Reported

Environmental Yes Yes

Social Yes Partial

Governance Yes Yes

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, ESG was a charitable gesture beside the business. After it, it is measured

financial data inside the business -- affecting revenue, capital, and cost.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From charity to finance

ESG is measured and reported with financial-grade rigour, because money now moves on it.
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From claim to data

A recognised framework turns vague claims into auditable numbers that customers and

investors accept.

From gesture to lever

ESG performance unlocks contracts, passes investor screens, and lowers the cost of

ESG-linked funding.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. If a major customer asked for your ESG data tomorrow, could you provide it? If not, that

gap is already at risk of costing you revenue.

2. Are your sustainability claims measured and auditable -- or just words? Unmeasured ESG

is marketing, and overstated ESG is a liability.

3. Have you explored whether ESG-linked funding could lower your cost of capital? The data

you need for customers may also unlock cheaper money.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

ESG became a finance topic the moment a customer, an investor, and a lender all started

pricing it. You do not have to love it -- you just have to measure it, report it honestly, and put

the data to work like any other number.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

ESG finance is the CFO treating sustainability as measured financial data -- reported with rigour

and integrated into the decisions that affect revenue, capital, and cost.

At Brightline Group, the same ESG data that saved a contract also unlocked cheaper funding and

passed an investor screen. Measured and integrated, it became a financial lever, not a gesture.
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CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 ESG became financial when customers, investors, and lenders started pricing it.

02 Recognised reporting frameworks turn vague claims into measured, auditable data.

03 Unmeasured ESG is marketing; overstated ESG is a legal and reputational risk.

04 Sustainable finance rewards evidenced performance, sometimes with cheaper capital.

05 Impact measurement means reporting what is genuinely true, not what flatters.

06 A missing ESG report can cost a contract, an investor, and a funding discount.

07 Integrated ESG sits inside financial decisions, not beside them as a gesture.

08 The same ESG data can unlock revenue, capital, and lower-cost funding at once.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 24

Turnaround and Crisis Finance

When the Business Is in Trouble and Cash Becomes the Only Number That Matters
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24
Turnaround and Crisis Finance

When the Business Is in Trouble and Cash Becomes the Only Number That

Matters

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | RetailMax Cuts Orders | Cash Crisis Playbook

INTRODUCTION

RetailMax, Brightline's largest customer, halved its orders overnight, and the cash that had felt

comfortable was suddenly draining fast. Daniel wanted to talk strategy. Suraj stopped him. 'In a

crisis, strategy waits. Cash is the only number that matters now. We stabilise the cash, triage every

cost and decision, and buy ourselves the time to fix the real problem. Get this wrong and there is

no strategy left to discuss.'

Every business eventually faces a shock -- a lost customer, a downturn, a crisis. In normal times,

profit leads. In a crisis, cash leads, absolutely, because a profitable business still dies the day it

cannot pay what is due.

Turnaround finance is the playbook for that moment: stabilise the cash, triage ruthlessly, manage

the people who can pull the plug, and buy the time to repair the underlying business -- in that order.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> Why cash, not profit, leads in a crisis

-> Stabilise: the 13-week cash lifeline

-> Triage: what to cut, keep, and protect

-> Stakeholders: lenders, suppliers, staff, customers
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-> The recovery path across best, base, and worst

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Understand why cash leads in a crisis

* Use a short-horizon cash forecast to stabilise

* Triage costs and commitments under pressure

* Manage the stakeholders who can end the business

* Map a recovery across three scenarios

THE ONE QUESTION

If your largest customer halved their orders tomorrow, how many

weeks of cash would you have -- and what would you cut first?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

In a crisis, cash leads and profit waits. A business fails not when it stops being profitable but when

it runs out of cash to pay what is due. The first job is not to fix the business -- it is to make sure the

business survives long enough to be fixed.

Stabilisation runs on a short-horizon cash forecast -- typically thirteen weeks -- updated constantly.

It shows exactly when cash runs out and how much time the business has, turning panic into a

countdown that can be managed.

Triage is ruthless and ordered: stop discretionary spend, protect the few things that generate cash,

defer what can be deferred, and cut what does not earn its place -- fast. In a crisis, a good decision

made today beats a perfect decision made too late.

And stakeholders decide survival. Lenders, key suppliers, staff, and customers can each pull the

plug. Managing them honestly -- early, with a credible plan -- buys forbearance and time. The

recovery itself is then mapped across scenarios, so the business knows which path it is on and

what each demands.
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SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj's first act in the RetailMax shock was not a strategy deck -- it was a thirteen-week cash

forecast. It showed Brightline had roughly nine weeks before cash turned critical: frightening, but

finite, and therefore manageable. Panic became a countdown.

He triaged fast: discretionary spend frozen, a hiring round paused, two marginal product lines

suspended, collections accelerated on every open invoice. He protected the things that still

generated cash and cut the rest without sentiment. Then he went to the bank and key suppliers

early, with a credible plan, and won short-term forbearance.

The nine weeks became sixteen, then a recovery. RetailMax's loss accelerated the diversification

Suraj had long urged, and the group emerged less concentrated and more resilient. His lesson to

Daniel closed the loop: 'We did not survive because of a clever strategy. We survived because we

managed the cash, bought the time, and used it well.'

THE VISUAL -- THE CRISIS PLAYBOOK

What is at stake when strategy comes before cash -- then stabilise, triage, stakeholders, and the

recovery path.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s IN A CRISIS, CASH IS THE ONLY NUMBER THAT MATTERS.
A profitable business still dies the day it cannot pay what is due. Survival comes first; strategy waits for

the survivors.

s RED FLAG

Talking strategy while cash drains is the classic fatal mistake. The business can be perfectly right about its

future and still not reach it.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

The largest customer just halved its orders. Cash that felt comfortable is now a countdown -- and the first

decisions decide whether there is a business to save.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Turnaround finance stabilises cash with a short-horizon forecast, triages ruthlessly, manages the

stakeholders who can pull the plug, and buys time to fix the business.
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u THE CFO'S CALL

Run the 13-week cash forecast first. Triage fast, protect what generates cash, and go to lenders and

suppliers early with a credible plan.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: defending the strategy and delaying the cuts. In a crisis, a good decision today beats a perfect

decision too late.

IF: Strategy is debated while cash drains unmanaged

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Weeks of cash visibility clear unknown

Cuts made fast delayed

Lender / supplier trust kept lost

Business survives yes fails solvent

STABILISE, TRIAGE, RECOVER

STABILISE

13-week cash

TRIAGE

cut / keep / protect

STAKEHOLDERS

lenders, suppliers

RECOVER

fix the business

CRISIS TRIAGE n TEMPLATE

Category Action Why

Discretionary spend Freeze Instant cash relief

Cash-generating lines Protect They fund survival

Deferrable costs Defer Buy time

Marginal / loss lines Suspend Stop the bleed

ƒ Ordered, ruthless, fast. A good decision today beats a perfect one too late.

RECOVERY PATH -- NEXT 6 MONTHS

METRIC BEST CASE BASE CASE WORST CASE

Replacement revenue Strong Partial Minimal

Weeks of cash runway 20+ 12 6 -- critical
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Outcome Recover + diversify Survive, lean Restructure / raise

Action Reinvest selectively Hold the line Emergency funding

Assumptions: Lost revenue replaced fast / partially / barely, against the triaged cost base.

CRISIS FINANCE CHECKLIST

! 13-week cash forecast running and updated

n Costs triaged -- cut, kept, protected

n Lenders and key suppliers engaged early

n Recovery mapped across best, base, worst

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, a shock meant a strategy debate. After it, it means cash first, triage fast,

stakeholders early -- and strategy once the business is safe.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From profit to cash

In a crisis the only number that leads is cash; survival is bought before the business is fixed.

From debate to triage

Costs are cut and protected fast and in order, because a good decision today beats a perfect

one too late.

From silence to stakeholders

Lenders, suppliers, and staff are engaged early with a credible plan, buying the forbearance

that buys time.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. If your biggest customer or revenue source vanished tomorrow, how many weeks of cash

would you have? If you do not know, build the 13-week forecast now.

2. Make your triage list in advance: what you would freeze, protect, defer, and cut first.

Deciding under calm beats deciding under panic.
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3. Who are the stakeholders who could end your business in a crisis -- and would they trust

your plan? Build that credibility before you need it.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

Daniel, in good times you manage profit. In a crisis you manage cash, and nothing else, until

the danger passes. The businesses that die in a downturn are rarely the unprofitable ones --

they are the ones that ran out of cash while arguing about strategy.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Turnaround finance is the crisis playbook: cash leads, stabilise with a short-horizon forecast, triage

ruthlessly, manage the stakeholders who can pull the plug, and buy time to repair the business.

At Brightline Group, a thirteen-week forecast and fast triage turned a nine-week cash crisis into

survival and then a stronger, more diversified group. Cash bought the time; discipline used it well.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 In a crisis, cash leads and profit waits -- a profitable business still dies without cash.

02 Stabilise with a 13-week cash forecast, updated constantly.

03 The forecast turns panic into a manageable countdown.

04 Triage is ordered: freeze discretionary, protect cash generators, defer, then cut.

05 A good decision today beats a perfect decision made too late.

06 Lenders, suppliers, staff, and customers can each end the business.

07 Engage stakeholders early with a credible plan to buy forbearance.

08 Map the recovery across best, base, and worst -- and know which path you are on.
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WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 25

The CFO's First 90 Days

Earning the Right to Be Heard Before Trying to Be Right
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25
The CFO's First 90 Days

Earning the Right to Be Heard Before Trying to Be Right

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | Suraj's Arrival, Revisited | Listen, Win, Earn Trust

INTRODUCTION

Suraj still remembered his own first day at Brightline -- the polite scepticism, the sense of being the

outsider brought in to judge. 'I had ninety days to earn the right to be heard,' he told Sarah, who

was now stepping up herself. 'I spent the first thirty listening, the next thirty fixing one visible thing,

and the last thirty earning trust. If I had arrived issuing orders on day one, none of the rest would

have mattered.'

A finance leader's first ninety days set the tone for everything that follows. Arrive issuing edicts and

the organisation closes ranks; arrive listening, then deliver one visible win, and you earn the

standing to change far more later.

Whether stepping into a new company or a bigger role, the pattern holds: assess before acting, win

something visible early, and manage the relationships -- with the CEO, the board, and the team --

that decide whether your analysis is ever allowed to matter.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> Why the first ninety days set the tone

-> The assessment framework -- diagnose before acting

-> Quick wins -- one visible early result

-> Stakeholder management -- CEO, board, and team
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-> Earning the right to be heard before being right

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Use the first ninety days to build standing, not just act

* Run a structured assessment before making changes

* Land one visible quick win to build credibility

* Manage relationships with the CEO, board, and team

* Earn the right to be heard before trying to be right

THE ONE QUESTION

Walking into a new role, would your instinct be to start fixing on day

one -- or to spend the first weeks understanding what you are

actually walking into?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

The first ninety days are disproportionate: impressions formed then are hard to change later. A

finance leader who arrives with answers before understanding the questions is rarely trusted with

the bigger changes that follow.

So the first phase is assessment, not action. A structured diagnosis -- of the numbers, the controls,

the team, the systems, and the relationships -- reveals what is actually broken versus what merely

looks unfamiliar. Acting before diagnosing fixes the wrong things loudly.

Then one quick win. A single visible improvement -- a faster close, a clearer board pack, a

recovered cash leak -- delivered early, proves competence and buys credibility for the harder,

slower work ahead. The win must be real and visible, not cosmetic.

Underpinning it all is stakeholder management: understanding what the CEO needs, what the

board fears, what the team hopes for and worries about. The finest analysis changes nothing if the

people who must act on it do not yet trust the person delivering it. You earn the right to be heard

before you try to be right.
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SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj's own first ninety days at Brightline were the template he now taught. Thirty days listening --

to Daniel, to the team, to the numbers -- before proposing a single change. He diagnosed the real

issues rather than the obvious ones, and resisted the urge to look busy.

His quick win was the board pack: the forty-slide dump became a one-page dashboard within

weeks. Small, visible, real -- and it bought him the credibility to later rebuild controls, risk, and the

whole Finance OS. The big changes were earned by the small first one.

Now Sarah was inheriting the same challenge as she grew toward the CFO role. Suraj's counsel

was the chapter in one line: 'Listen first, win one thing fast, and earn their trust. Do that, and they

will let you change everything. Skip it, and they will fight you on the smallest thing.'

THE VISUAL -- THE FIRST 90 DAYS

What is at stake when a leader acts before listening -- then the assessment, the quick win, and the

stakeholders.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s ARRIVE ISSUING ORDERS ON DAY ONE, AND THE ORGANISATION

CLOSES RANKS.
The right to make big changes is earned by listening first and winning one visible thing early -- not by

looking decisive.

s RED FLAG

A finance leader who has answers before understanding the questions is rarely trusted with the changes

that actually matter.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

A leader is stepping into a bigger role. The first ninety days will set impressions that are very hard to revise

later.

WHAT THIS MEANS

The first ninety days build standing: assess before acting, deliver one visible win, and manage the CEO,

board, and team.

u THE CFO'S CALL
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Spend the first thirty days listening and diagnosing, the next thirty landing one real win, the last thirty

earning trust.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: acting fast to look decisive. Fixing the wrong things loudly destroys more credibility than moving

carefully ever does.

IF: The new leader acts before listening

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Real problems diagnosed yes missed

Team's trust earned lost

Right to make big changes granted resisted

First impression strong hard to undo

ASSESS, WIN, MANAGE

DAYS 1-30

Listen and diagnose -- no edicts

DAYS 31-60

Deliver one visible quick win

DAYS 61-90

Earn trust, set the agenda

BEYOND

The right to change the big things

FIRST-90-DAYS CONCEPTS

Assessment Structured diagnosis before any action

Quick win One real, visible early improvement

Stakeholder management Understanding CEO, board, and team

Earned authority The standing to make bigger changes

90-DAY PLAN n TEMPLATE

Phase Focus Goal

Days 1-30 Listen, diagnose Understand reality

Days 31-60 One quick win Prove competence

Days 61-90 Build trust Earn the agenda

Day 90+ Lead change Tackle the big things

ƒ Listen first, win one thing fast, earn trust -- then they let you change everything.
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FIRST-90-DAYS CHECKLIST

n Diagnosed before acting

! One visible quick win delivered

n CEO, board, and team understood

n Trust earned before big changes proposed

BY THE NUMBERS

DAYS LISTENING

30

QUICK WINS

1

STAKEHOLDERS MAPPED

6

TRUST EARNED

Yes

STAKEHOLDER MAP

Influence Starting stance

CEO High Hopeful

Board High Sceptical

Finance team Medium Wary

Auditor Medium Neutral

90-DAY QUICK WIN n TEMPLATE

Phase Move Result

Days 1-30 Listen, diagnose Real issues found

Days 31-60 Fix board pack Visible credibility

Days 61-90 Earn trust Mandate to build

ƒ Listen first, win one visible thing, earn the right to change the rest.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, a new role meant proving yourself by acting fast. After it, it means earning the

right to be heard before trying to be right.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From acting to assessing

The first phase is structured diagnosis, so the real problems are fixed rather than the

obvious-looking ones.
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From busy to one real win

A single visible early improvement buys the credibility for the harder work ahead.

From analysis to trust

Relationships with the CEO, board, and team are built first -- because the best analysis is

ignored if its source is not trusted.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Think of your last new role. Did you spend the first weeks listening and diagnosing -- or

rushing to act and prove yourself?

2. What single quick win, delivered early, would most build your credibility in a new role?

Quietly visible beats loudly cosmetic.

3. Who are the stakeholders whose trust you most need -- and do you understand what each

of them actually wants and fears?

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

In a new role, your analysis is worthless until people trust the person delivering it. Spend the

first ninety days earning that trust, and you will spend the next ninety changing things they

would never have let a stranger touch.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

The first ninety days are about earning standing, not just acting: assess before you act, win one

visible thing, and manage the people whose trust decides whether your work ever matters.

Suraj's own arrival at Brightline -- listen, win the board pack, earn trust -- is what made the entire

Finance OS possible later. The big changes were bought by the small first win.



THE CFO PLAYBOOK Ch 25  |  The CFO's First 90 Days

Suraj Kumar Lohani  |  7AM & Realtime CFO  |  7amandrealtimecfo.com 175

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 The first ninety days set impressions that are hard to change later.

02 Assess before acting -- diagnose the real problems, not the obvious-looking ones.

03 Acting before diagnosing fixes the wrong things loudly.

04 Deliver one real, visible quick win to buy credibility for harder work.

05 Stakeholder management -- CEO, board, team -- decides whether analysis is acted on.

06 The best analysis changes nothing if its source is not yet trusted.

07 Earn the right to be heard before trying to be right.

08 Listen first, win one thing fast, earn trust -- then lead the big changes.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 26

Finance Talent Management

Building the Team That Runs the System -- and the Successor Who Outgrows You
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THE CFO PLAYBOOK | BOOK 3 OF 4

26
Finance Talent Management

Building the Team That Runs the System -- and the Successor Who

Outgrows You

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | Combined Finance Team | Sarah Rising Toward CFO

INTRODUCTION

Suraj looked at the org chart of the merged finance team -- two of everything, gaps in between, and

Sarah, ready for more than her title allowed. 'The best Finance OS in the world fails if the team

cannot run it, or if they leave,' he told Daniel. 'A system runs on people. Our job now is to build the

team that can run this without me -- and the successor who will eventually run it better.'

Every system this book has built runs on people. The finest controls, models, and dashboards are

worthless without a team that can operate them -- and dangerous if that capability lives in one

person who might leave.

Finance talent management is the discipline of building that team: the right structure, growing

capability rather than just hiring it, and -- most importantly -- developing successors so the function

outlasts any individual, including the CFO.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> Why a finance system runs on people

-> Finance team structure -- the right roles, not just more bodies

-> Capability building and succession

-> Performance management that develops, not just rates
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-> Building a function that outlasts any one person

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* See that a finance system depends on the team that runs it

* Design a finance team structure around roles, not headcount

* Build capability and a succession pipeline

* Manage performance in a way that develops people

* Create a function that survives the loss of any individual

THE ONE QUESTION

If your best finance person left tomorrow, how much of your finance

function would walk out the door with them?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

A finance function is only as strong as the people running it. Systems, controls, and models are

instructions; the team is what executes them. Under-invest in the team and even a brilliant system

degrades into something only one or two people truly understand.

Structure comes first: the right roles for the work -- controllership, reporting, analysis, business

partnering -- rather than simply more bodies as volume grows. A merger usually creates

duplication and gaps at once; the structure resolves both into a deliberate design.

Capability building grows the team you have, and succession protects against the team you lose.

Developing people toward bigger roles -- a senior analyst toward controller, a controller toward

CFO -- both retains them and removes the single-point-of-failure risk that haunts most finance

functions.

Performance management, done well, develops rather than merely rates: clear expectations,

honest and frequent feedback, and a path forward. The aim is a function strong enough to outlast

any one person -- including the CFO, whose ultimate success is a team that no longer needs them.
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SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj redesigned the merged finance team around roles rather than legacy bodies: clear

controllership, reporting, and analysis functions, duplication removed, gaps filled. The structure

followed the work, not the history of who had reported to whom.

Capability was the heart of it. Sarah -- sidelined at the start of this whole journey -- had grown

through every chapter, and the plan was always that she would rise into the CFO role as the

group's scale justified it. Suraj had been building his own successor from the beginning.

Performance management developed rather than ranked: expectations clear, feedback honest and

frequent, a path mapped for each person. By the end, the function no longer depended on Suraj.

That, he told Daniel, was the point of a fractional CFO done right -- 'I was always building the team

that would not need me.'

THE VISUAL -- THE TALENT SYSTEM

What is at stake when talent is neglected -- then the structure, the capability pipeline, and

succession.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s THE BEST FINANCE SYSTEM IN THE WORLD FAILS IF THE TEAM

CANNOT RUN IT -- OR LEAVES.
A system runs on people. Capability that lives in one person is a single point of failure waiting to happen.

s RED FLAG

If your best person leaving would take half the finance function's knowledge with them, you have a talent

risk, not a talent team.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

A merger has created two of every role and gaps between them, with a clear successor ready to grow. The

structure and pipeline must be built deliberately now.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Talent management builds the team that runs the system: the right structure, grown capability, and a

succession pipeline.

u THE CFO'S CALL
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Structure around roles, develop capability rather than only hiring it, and build successors so the function

outlasts any individual.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: hoarding capability in one or two people. It feels efficient until they leave -- and then the system

they ran leaves with them.

IF: Finance capability is concentrated in one person

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Function if they leave intact collapses

Knowledge retained shared walks out

System sustainability durable fragile

Team growth developed stalled

STRUCTURE, CAPABILITY, SUCCESSION

FINANCE TEAM STRUCTURE n TEMPLATE

Role Owns Develops toward

Analyst Reporting, analysis Controller

Controller Close, controls Finance lead

Finance lead (Sarah) Function, partnering CFO

Fractional CFO (Suraj) Strategy, OS Builds successor

ƒ Structure around the work, and develop each role toward the next -- retention and succession at once.

TALENT CONCEPTS

Team structure The right roles for the work, not just more bodies

Capability building Growing the skills of the team you have

Succession Developing the person who can take over

Single point of failure Capability held by only one person

TALENT HEALTH -- GROUP

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Structure designed around roles Legacy Deliberate WATCH

Successor for the CFO role None Sarah, developing ON TRACK
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Single points of failure Several Being removed WATCH

Performance feedback Annual Frequent WATCH

TALENT MANAGEMENT CHECKLIST

! Team structured around roles, not history

n Capability actively developed, not just hired

3 Succession pipeline in place

n Performance management develops, not just rates

BY THE NUMBERS

ROLES DEFINED

5

SINGLE POINTS OF

FAILURE

0

SUCCESSORS IN PIPELINE

2

DEVELOPMENT PLANS

100%

Structure Develop Succeed Outlast

TALENT HEALTH

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Structure around roles Legacy Deliberate WATCH

CFO successor (Sarah) None Developing ON TRACK

Single points of failure Several Removed ON TRACK

Performance feedback Annual Frequent WATCH

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this chapter, the team was whoever happened to be there. After it, it is a deliberate

structure that grows its people and outlasts any one of them.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From bodies to roles
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The team is structured around the work that must be done, not the legacy of who reported to

whom.

From hiring to developing

Capability is grown in the people you have, building both retention and a succession pipeline.

From single point to durable function

Knowledge is shared and successors developed, so the function survives the loss of any

individual.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. If your best finance person left tomorrow, how much would walk out with them? That

answer is your single-point-of-failure risk.

2. Is your finance team structured around the work that needs doing, or around who happens

to be there?

3. Who is your successor -- the person being developed to do your role one day? If the

answer is no one, that is the gap to close first.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

The mark of a great finance leader is not how much the team needs them. It is how well it

runs when they are gone. Build the successor who will outgrow you -- that is the most

generous and the most professional thing you can do.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Finance talent management is building the team that runs the system: structured around roles,

grown in capability, and protected by succession so it outlasts any individual.
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At Brightline Group, Suraj's quiet project from the start was Sarah's rise toward CFO -- building the

successor who would not need him, which is a fractional CFO done right.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 A finance system runs on people; the team executes what the system instructs.

02 Structure the team around the right roles, not simply more bodies.

03 A merger creates duplication and gaps at once -- the structure resolves both.

04 Capability building grows the team you have; succession protects against loss.

05 Developing people toward bigger roles both retains them and removes failure points.

06 Performance management should develop people, not merely rate them.

07 Capability hoarded in one person is a single point of failure.

08 The aim is a function that outlasts any individual -- including the CFO.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 27

Digital Finance Transformation

Upgrading How the Whole Function Works -- the Roadmap, the Tech, and the People
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THE CFO PLAYBOOK | BOOK 3 OF 4

27
Digital Finance Transformation

Upgrading How the Whole Function Works -- the Roadmap, the Tech, and the

People

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | Finance Transformation Programme | Roadmap, Tools, Change

INTRODUCTION

Brightline's finance was half-modern and half-manual -- a good system in places, spreadsheets

and habit everywhere else. A vendor had sold Daniel on a shiny new platform. Suraj slowed him

down. 'Buying software is not transformation,' he said. 'Transformation is the roadmap, the right

tools for our actual problems, and the people who have to change how they work. Skip the last part

and we will have an expensive new system nobody uses.'

Automating individual tasks is one thing; transforming how the entire finance function works is

another. Digital transformation is the deliberate upgrade of the whole -- sequenced, fitted to real

problems, and carried by the people who must adopt it.

For a CFO, the danger is buying technology and calling it transformation. The roadmap and the

change management matter more than the tool; the most common failure is an expensive new

system that the team quietly works around.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> Transformation versus buying software

-> The transformation roadmap -- sequenced, not all at once

-> Technology selection -- fit to the real problem, not the hype
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-> Change management -- the people who must adopt it

-> Why most transformations fail on adoption, not technology

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Distinguish genuine transformation from buying software

* Build a sequenced transformation roadmap

* Select technology that fits the real problem, not the hype

* Lead the change management that drives adoption

* Avoid the adoption failure that sinks most transformations

THE ONE QUESTION

When you last bought new finance software, did the way your team

works actually change -- or did they quietly keep using the old

spreadsheets?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

Transformation is not a purchase. Automating a task (covered earlier) handles a piece;

transformation upgrades how the whole function operates -- its processes, tools, data, and ways of

working -- as one deliberate program. Buying a platform is a step inside it, not the thing itself.

It runs on a roadmap, sequenced rather than attempted all at once. Fix the data foundation, then

the core processes, then the reporting and analytics layer -- each building on the last. A big-bang

transformation that changes everything simultaneously usually changes nothing successfully.

Technology selection follows the problem, not the hype. The right tool fits the group's actual needs,

data, and scale -- not the most impressive demo. Buying capability the function cannot yet use is a

common, expensive mistake.

And change management is where transformations live or die. Most fail not because the

technology did not work, but because the people did not adopt it -- they worked around the new
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system and kept the old habits. Bringing the team along, training them, and showing them why,

matters more than the software itself.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Suraj resisted the vendor's big-bang pitch and built a roadmap instead. First the data foundation --

one clean source of truth; then the core processes -- the close and reconciliations; then the

analytics layer on top. Sequenced, each step solid before the next.

Technology was chosen against Brightline Group's actual problems and scale, not the flashiest

demo. Some of the shiny platform was genuinely useful; much of it was capability the group could

not yet use, and Suraj declined to pay for it.

Most of his effort, though, went into change -- training the team, explaining the why, showing early

wins, bringing the sceptics along. The transformation succeeded not because the tools were clever

but because people actually used them. Suraj's closing line to Daniel was the chapter's whole

point: 'The software was the easy 20%. The people were the 80% that decided whether any of it

worked.'

THE VISUAL -- THE TRANSFORMATION PROGRAMME

What is at stake when software is mistaken for transformation -- then the roadmap, the tech fit, and

the change.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- WHAT'S AT STAKE

s BUYING SOFTWARE IS NOT TRANSFORMATION -- AND MOST

TRANSFORMATIONS FAIL ON ADOPTION, NOT TECHNOLOGY.
An expensive new system that the team quietly works around is the single most common, most costly

outcome.

s RED FLAG

If a new platform is bought before the data foundation is fixed and the people are brought along, it

becomes shelfware the team works around.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

A vendor is selling a big-bang platform for a half-manual function. The roadmap and the change plan

matter far more than the tool being pitched.
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WHAT THIS MEANS

Transformation upgrades the whole function -- processes, tools, data, ways of working -- as a sequenced

program carried by its people.

u THE CFO'S CALL

Build a sequenced roadmap, choose technology that fits the real problem, and invest most in the change

management that drives adoption.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: a big-bang purchase that changes everything at once. It usually changes nothing successfully,

because no one adopts it.

IF: Software is bought without a roadmap or change plan

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Adoption by the team high worked around

Data foundation fixed first still broken

Value delivered realised shelfware

Cost justified wasted

ROADMAP, FIT, CHANGE

DATA

One clean source of truth -- fix first

PROCESS

Close and reconciliations next

ANALYTICS

Reporting and insight layer on top

ADOPTION

People trained, bought in, using it

TRANSFORMATION CONCEPTS

Transformation Upgrading the whole function, not one task

Roadmap Sequenced steps, each building on the last

Technology fit Tools matched to the real problem and scale

Change management Bringing the people along to adopt it

TRANSFORMATION HEALTH

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS
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Approach Big-bang pitch Sequenced roadmap WATCH

Tech chosen on Demo dazzle Real problem fit OFF TRACK

Data foundation Unfixed Fixed first OFF TRACK

Change management Afterthought Core investment WATCH

TRANSFORMATION CHECKLIST

n Sequenced roadmap, not big-bang

! Data foundation fixed before tools

n Technology fitted to real problems

! Change management funded as the priority

BY THE NUMBERS

ROADMAP PHASES

4

ADOPTION

85%

TOOLS FIT

High

SPEND ON CHANGE

60%

TRANSFORMATION PHASES

Status

Data foundation Done

Core processes Done

Analytics layer In progress

Adoption / change On track

ROADMAP, NOT BIG-BANG n TEMPLATE

Phase Fix first Then

1. Data One source of truth --

2. Process Close + reconciliations --

3. Analytics Reporting + insight --

4. People Train + adopt Value realised

ƒ Sequenced, each step solid before the next. Most failures are adoption, not technology.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW
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Before this chapter, transformation meant buying a platform. After it, it means a sequenced

program of process, data, and -- above all -- people.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From purchase to program

Transformation upgrades the whole function as a sequenced roadmap, with software a step

inside it rather than the goal.

From hype to fit

Technology is chosen against the group's real problems and scale, not the most impressive

demo.

From tools to adoption

The bulk of the effort goes into change management, because transformations fail on people,

not technology.

YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. The last finance tool you bought -- did the team adopt it, or quietly keep the old way? The

answer reveals where your real gap is.

2. If you transformed your finance function, what would you sequence first -- and would you

fix the data before buying any tool?

3. How much of your last technology budget went into change management and training

versus the software itself? Most underspend the part that decides success.

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

The software is the easy twenty percent of a transformation. The people are the eighty

percent that decides whether any of it works. Spend your effort accordingly, or enjoy your

expensive new system that nobody uses.
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-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

Digital finance transformation is the deliberate upgrade of the whole function -- a sequenced

roadmap, technology fitted to real problems, and the change management that makes people

actually adopt it.

At Brightline Group, the transformation succeeded because Suraj sequenced it, fitted the tools, and

invested most in the people -- not because the software was clever.

CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 Transformation upgrades how the whole function works, not just one automated task.

02 It runs on a sequenced roadmap -- data, then process, then analytics.

03 A big-bang transformation that changes everything at once usually changes nothing.

04 Technology selection follows the real problem and scale, not the flashiest demo.

05 Buying capability the function cannot yet use is a common, expensive mistake.

06 Most transformations fail on adoption, not technology.

07 Change management -- training and bringing people along -- decides success.

08 The software is the easy 20%; the people are the 80% that makes it work.

WHAT'S NEXT | CHAPTER 28

The Complete Finance OS: Building Your Legacy

From a Company That Could Not Read Its Books to One That Runs on a System
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THE CFO PLAYBOOK | BOOK 3 OF 4

28
The Complete Finance OS: Building Your

Legacy

From a Company That Could Not Read Its Books to One That Runs on a

System

CASE: BRIGHTLINE

GROUP
$24M Group | The Complete Finance OS | The Journey, Assembled

INTRODUCTION

A year after the Hartwell deal, Daniel looked at the one-page Finance OS dashboard and

remembered the founder he had been in Book 1 -- staring at a profit-and-loss he could not read,

certain the numbers were lying to him. 'Suraj,' he said, 'I used to be afraid of these pages. Now

they are the clearest thing I own.' Suraj nodded. 'That,' he said, 'was always the whole point.'

This is the end of a journey that spans three books. A business owner who could not read his own

financials learned to (Book 1). A finance professional built a function worthy of the company (Book

2). And a fractional CFO assembled it all into an operating system that runs the financial engine of

a group (Book 3).

This final chapter puts every component together: controls, assurance, risk, intelligence, cash,

communication, allocation, automation, and governance -- the complete Finance Operating

System. Not as a list of chapters, but as one connected whole that protects, informs, and scales

the business.

WHAT THIS CHAPTER COVERS

-> The complete Finance OS, assembled from every chapter
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-> How the components connect into one engine

-> The transformation: from fear of the numbers to command of them

-> Running the system as the business grows

-> The legacy: a finance function that outlasts any one person

CHAPTER OBJECTIVE

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to:

* Assemble every component of the book into one Finance OS

* See how each part connects to and strengthens the others

* Trace the transformation from unreadable books to a running system

* Operate the complete system as the business scales

* Build a finance function that endures beyond any individual

THE ONE QUESTION

If you stepped away for a month, would your company's finances

run on a system -- or would they stop with you?

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

The complete Finance Operating System is everything this book has built, connected. Controls

protect the foundation; audit and forensics verify and defend it; risk anticipates; balance-sheet

intelligence, tax, and treasury fund and inform; reporting and allocation turn numbers into

decisions; automation scales; governance ties it into one board view. Each chapter was a

component; together they are the engine.

The power is in the connection. A control feeds an audit finding; a risk informs an allocation; clean

data enables real analysis; automation frees the judgement that makes the strategy. Run as one

system, the parts reinforce each other and the whole far exceeds the sum -- the leakage closes,

the decisions sharpen, and finance runs ahead of the business instead of behind it.
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But the deepest result is not a system -- it is a transformation. The company that began unable to

read its own profit-and-loss now commands its numbers, governs itself, allocates capital with

judgement, and earns the trust of boards and investors. The fear became fluency. That arc, across

three books, is the real story.

And a true Finance OS outlasts the people who built it. It is owned, documented, and improved; the

in-house team grows into it; a fractional CFO can step back as a full-time function steps up. The

legacy is not a person who understood the numbers -- it is an organisation that always will.

SURAJ AT BRIGHTLINE

Brightline Group now runs on the system. Controls and an independent audit line protect it; an

enterprise risk register and a governance dashboard keep the board clear-eyed; the balance sheet

is read for cash, not just totals; tax and treasury are managed; the board pack decides rather than

reports; capital is allocated on returns; the close is automated; and Sarah, who began Book 2 as a

sidelined record-keeper, is ready to step up as the group's first full-time CFO.

Daniel, the founder who in Book 1 could not tell whether his $18M company was healthy, now

reads a one-page dashboard of a $24M group and knows exactly where it stands. The numbers

stopped being a source of fear and became his clearest instrument of command.

Suraj's mandate as fractional CFO was always to build something he could walk away from. The

Finance OS runs; the team owns it; the legacy holds. That, from the very first chapter, was the

whole point.

THE VISUAL -- THE COMPLETE SYSTEM

What was at stake at the start -- then the assembled OS, the transformation, and the legacy.

IN THE CFO SEAT -- THE WHOLE PICTURE

s THIS COMPANY ONCE COULD NOT READ ITS OWN

PROFIT-AND-LOSS.
Three books later, it runs on a complete Finance Operating System -- and the fear became command.

s RED FLAG

A finance function that lives in one person's head stops the day that person does. A system that lives in the

organisation does not.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW
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Every component is built. The final act is to connect them into one engine -- and to build it so it outlasts

anyone who made it.

WHAT THIS MEANS

The complete Finance OS is controls, assurance, risk, cash, intelligence, communication, allocation,

automation, and governance -- run as one connected whole.

u THE CFO'S CALL

Run finance as a system the organisation owns, not a set of tasks a person performs. Build it to outlast you

-- that is the legacy.

7 WHERE THIS GOES WRONG

The trap: mistaking a brilliant individual for a finance function. People leave; only a system stays.

IF: Finance lives in one person instead of a system

THEN THIS HAPPENS BEFORE AFTER

Continuity if they leave intact collapses

Scaling with the group smooth capped

Board / investor trust durable fragile

Legacy an organisation a dependency

THE ASSEMBLED OS

PROTECT

Controls, audit, forensics

ANTICIPATE

Risk, governance dashboard

FUND + INFORM

Balance sheet, tax, treasury, reporting

DECIDE + SCALE

Allocation, automation, partnering

GROUP REVENUE

$24M

REVENUE PROTECTED

~7%

CLOSE TIME

4 days

FINANCE FUNCTION

A system

THE FINANCE OS -- COMPONENT MAP n TEMPLATE

Layer Components Chapters

Protect Controls, audit, forensics 1-3



THE CFO PLAYBOOK Ch 28  |  The Complete Finance OS: Building Your

Suraj Kumar Lohani  |  7AM & Realtime CFO  |  7amandrealtimecfo.com 194

Anticipate Risk, governance dashboard 4, 17

Fund & inform Balance sheet, tax, treasury, reporting 5-7

Raise & measure Pitch, KPIs, SaaS metrics 8-10

Decide & scale Consolidation, advisory, AI, OS 11-16

ƒ Eighteen chapters, one system. Each component connects to and strengthens the others.

THE TRANSFORMATION

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Reads own financials No (Book 1) Yes ON TRACK

Finance function Bookkeeping Strategic system ON TRACK

Governance Ad hoc Board-grade ON TRACK

Runs without one person No Yes ON TRACK

IS YOUR FINANCE A SYSTEM?

n Every component built and connected

! Owned by the organisation, not one person

n Documented, monitored, and improved

n Would run if you stepped away for a month

BY THE NUMBERS -- THE COMPLETE OS

GROUP VALUE

$24M

FINANCE OS MODULES

6

FINANCE MATURITY

Level 4 / 5

RUNS WITHOUT CFO

Yes

Control Risk Strategy Legacy

THE FINANCE OS -- WHERE IT LANDED

KPI ACTUAL TARGET STATUS

Controls & assurance Ad hoc Designed + tested ON TRACK
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Risk & governance Informal
Scored +

documented
ON TRACK

Strategy & capital Reactive Allocated by return ON TRACK

Team & succession One-person Successor ready ON TRACK

THE JOURNEY OF THE SERIES n TEMPLATE

Book Whose seat What they master

1 The owner Reading the numbers

2 The finance pro Building the function

3 The CFO Governing the whole OS

ƒ From reading the books, to building the function, to building the legacy that outlasts you.

3-SCENARIO VIEW: THE GROUP AHEAD

THE GROUP AHEAD

METRIC BEST CASE BASE CASE WORST CASE

Group revenue $28M $24M $19M

Net margin 12% 9% 4%

Posture Invest + acquire Steady Defend + cut

Assumptions: Demand + execution strong / base / downturn over the next year.

THE SHIFT -- WHAT CHANGES NOW

Before this book, finance was a function that produced numbers. After it, finance is an operating

system that protects, informs, and scales the business -- and outlasts anyone who built it.

After this chapter, the group makes three specific changes:

From components to one engine

Every chapter's capability is connected so the parts reinforce each other and the whole

exceeds the sum.

From fear to command

The company that could not read its own books now governs itself and commands its numbers

with confidence.

From person to system

Finance lives in the organisation -- documented, owned, and improved -- so it endures beyond

any individual who built it.
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YOUR TURN

YOUR TURN -- 3 QUESTIONS FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Before moving to the next chapter, answer these questions about your own business:

1. Walk the eighteen components of the Finance OS. Which do you have, which are gaps,

and which are not yet connected to the rest?

2. If you stepped away for a month, would your company's finances run on a system -- or

stop with you? Your honest answer is your roadmap.

3. What is the one component you will build first to begin turning your finance function into a

system that outlasts you?

SURAJ SAYS

SURAJ SAYS

The goal was never to be the person who understood the numbers. It was to build a company

that always will -- a finance function that runs as a system, owned by the organisation, long

after anyone who built it has gone.

-- Suraj Kumar Lohani | Finance and Business Clarity Consultant | 7AM & Realtime CFO

CONCLUSION

The complete Finance Operating System is the assembly of everything these eighteen chapters

built: protect, anticipate, fund, inform, decide, scale -- connected into one engine that runs the

financial life of the company.

Across three books, a founder learned to read his numbers, a professional built a finance function,

and a fractional CFO turned it into a system. The fear became fluency; the company became

governable; the legacy became the organisation itself.

That was always the whole point -- not a person who could read the numbers, but a business that

runs on a system which always can. The journey from zero to CFO ends not with a title, but with a

company that no longer needs to be afraid of its own pages.
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CHAPTER RECAP -- 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER

01 The complete Finance OS connects every component into one engine: protect,

anticipate, fund, inform, decide, scale.

02 The power is in the connection -- each part reinforces the others, and the whole exceeds

the sum.

03 A weak finance function leaks; a connected system protects roughly 7% of revenue.

04 The deepest result is transformation: from fear of the numbers to command of them.

05 A true Finance OS is owned, documented, and improved -- not held in one person's

head.

06 It outlasts its builders: the team grows into it, a full-time function takes over.

07 If finance stops when one person leaves, it is a dependency, not a system.

08 The journey from zero to CFO ends with a company that runs on a system, not a title.
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