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Private equity has moved
well beyond cost-cutting,
and its new mandate of real
transformation puts the CFO
at the centre of the equity
story, writes Sofia Karadima.
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For today’'s private equity sponsors, value creation is no longer about trimming
costs and tidying a balance sheet. It is about demonstrating that a business has a
credible, repeatable strategy that will keep generating value long after the current
owners have moved on. That shift has thrust the CFO into a far more strategic role
by shaping direction, supporting growth and, above all, using data to evidence the
story behind the numbers.

TELLING THE EQUITY STORY — WITH DATA THAT BACKS IT UP

A strong equity story sets out not only what a business has achieved, but what it is
going to do next.

According to Andrew Lentin, Partner at Swan Partners, one of the major challenges
organisations face is that businesses often measure operational activity rather

than the underlying drivers of value creation. “Running a business on a daily basis
requires one data set, but the data points in this data set that can be very different
if you're trying to demonstrate the strategic potential of a business,” says Lentin.

Crucially, that does not mean two separate versions of reality. Lentin argues for
what he calls “one version of the truth”, which is a single data set rich enough to
run the business while also evidencing its strategic potential. If a company finds
itself measuring a multitude of operational matrix without reference to the value,
they generate this is in itself a warning sign.

FROM OPERATIONAL DATA TO VALUE DRIVERS

Most operational reporting captures internal activity — units produced, services
delivered, lines running on a factory floor. A strategic lens demands something
different: an understanding of what actually drives demand. That shifts the centre
of gravity from product to customer — which cohorts are buying, how often they
return, and whether they buy adjacent products and services. The result is a

picture of an average customer and, particularly the customer lifetime value of that
customer over the lifetime of the relationship.

The challenge is that this customer-level information often sits outside the
financial “books and records”. Financial data tends to be self-cleansing — a
customer will dispute an invoice they disagree with — but leads, conversion rates
and behavioural metrics may not have the same level of rigour.

Turning a business “through 90 degrees” to capture new metrics is a significant
undertaking, and data quality suffers when the people producing it cannot see
why it matters. A smaller, curated set of value-driving KPlIs is both more achievable
and easier for the whole organisation to rally behind.

“You need to do that diagnostic & design phase to make sure you're looking at the
meaningful KPlIs, a curated set of information, and not absolutely everything,” says
Jamie Heath, Partner at Swan Partners.
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FINANCE TRANSFORMATION IN THE Al ERA

Lentin frames Al within a time-tested structure: people, systems and processes. Al
works alongside each of them, but it does not replace the need for any of them,
and certainly not the need for human judgement. “Al still needs a human in the
loop, however it can't just be any human, it needs to be someone who can ask the
right questions and interrogate the data,” he says.

The wider trend, he observes, has been towards more and more data held across
increasingly disparate and niche systems. Until now the solution has been to
chase the ever-accumulating data points with a large and potentially inflexible
consolidating system. Al has become the real differentiator in this process.

“Al is a perfect example right now: the CFOs who are leaning in, understanding
what these tools can genuinely do for their business, and building the case

for investment are the ones creating real separation. Those who stay behind
their spreadsheets risk letting the transformation happen around them rather
than driving it,” Stéphane Prats, Partner and Head of Keensight Performance at
Keensight Capital.

But Al does not do the job alone: finance teams have expanded to keep pace,
with the FP&A function that barely existed a decade ago in many mid-market
businesses this is often an entire team.

For investors, this is exactly where finance transformation earns its strategic billing.
“At BGF, we partner with CFOs to drive transformation through smarter systems,
automation, Al, and data-led insight. Together, we modernise legacy processes,
improve reporting, and unlock real-time analytics that support faster, better
decision-making. By combining financial expertise with practical technology
delivery, we help businesses increase efficiency, strengthen controls, and build
scalable operations for growth,” says Tracy Bownes, Head of Value Creation at BGF.

That visibility, she explains, feeds directly back into how capital is allocated and
how transformation is governed.

“Our approach embeds CFO input into strategic decision-making, ensuring capital
allocation choices are properly risk-assessed and management teams have clarity
around outcomes, staging gates, and delivery timescales. Done effectively, this
gives businesses the operational visibility, data, and financial insight needed

to maximise value creation and prepare confidently for future investment,
transactions, and exit opportunities,” Bownes adds.

If technology shapes how transformation is delivered, sponsors are equally clear
about what they are looking for from it. They are rarely caught off guard by the
strategy itself; the pressure falls on the CFO to deliver it. What does tend to surprise
them is what their own data can reveal once it is properly extracted and harnessed.

From the sponsor’s side, that data is precisely where alignment is built or lost.
“Alignment between sponsors and CFOs is strongest when there is a shared view
of the value creation agenda and the underlying infrastructure needed to support
it. Finance transformation should be seen as a strategic enabler of growth, rather
than a standalone back-office initiative,” says Ed Taylor, Managing Director in
Inflexion’s Portfolio team.
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That expectation, he explains, is increasingly about speed and linkage, by
connecting what the business does operationally to the value it ultimately

creates. “As a sponsor we expect faster and more data-driven insight into

business performance, and a clearer linkage between operational initiatives

and value creation outcomes. CFOs play a critical role in translating data into
actionable insight. Technology enables finance teams to move from being reactive
scorekeepers to proactive drivers of transformation,” Taylor adds.

EMBEDDING VALUE CREATION INTO THE BUSINESS

For sponsors and management teams alike, the days of assembling a one-off
data pack ahead of an exit are fading. Buyers increasingly expect to inherit
reporting processes and operational frameworks that are already embedded
within the business.

As Lentin puts it, the goal is a strategy “we can deliver and measure on a monthly
basis at board level”, where we can understand performance through the value
drivers and, ultimately take action to short order to achieves the equity story.

Making that reporting sustainable, for Heath, comes down to engagement. New
frameworks cannot be built in isolation and unveiled weeks later in a slide deck;
they have to be embedded by involving people early. “The really important thing
is to take the management team and sponsors on the journey, so that they're
involved in the creation of what we're supporting with — not something done in
isolation or in silo,” Heath says.

That means securing buy-in across every stakeholder whose input matters —
management teams, owners, CEOs, CFOs, COOs and non-executive chairs alike —
before the work is done rather than after. Done well, the design phase produces
reporting that is repeatable, meaningful and genuinely useful to the people who
depend on it.

BUILDING FOR WHAT’S NEXT

CFOs and sponsors ultimately want the same thing: a business whose value is
both real and demonstrable. The burden of proving it, however, is growing. With
operational data multiplying and much of it sitting outside the finance function,
the office of the CFO is increasingly the place where disparate information is
turned into something meaningful and reliable.

The CFOs who thrive, sponsors argue, are those who treat that expanding

remit as an opportunity rather than a burden. “The most impactful CFOs in PE-
backed businesses are those who understand the business deeply enough to be
offensive partners, not just guardians of the budget. When a CFO truly grasps the
operational and commercial dynamics of the company, they can help sponsors
identify where to invest, not just where to cut,” says Prats.

The reward for getting it right is significant: a single version of the truth, a curated
set of value-driving metrics, and an equity story that no longer needs to be
reconstructed at exit because it has been lived, measured and proven all along.
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