C OV E R STO R Y

Financial
Leadership
at

Cintas
Accountants do more than record transactions, comply with rules, and analyze data.
They provide leadership that defines a vision for the finance department and drives the
organizational change to achieve the vision.

By Paul Carmichael, CPA, and Peter C. Brewer, CPA

C

EOs of successful companies are frequently praised for their leadership abilities, such as defining a vision and
motivating employees to pursue that vision, but how often do you hear of accountants being similarly recognized? The unfortunate answer is not enough because the accounting profession tends to overlook leadership
skills as a core competency. In fact, to stretch your memory for a moment, how often do you recall hearing the
word “leadership” in your college accounting curriculum? The answer is probably never. Professors taught undeniably
important auditing, reporting, and compliance skills that you have refined to this point in your career. What they didn’t
tell you was that someday you would assume a leadership position in an organization that requires you to manage a
team of people effectively. This reality begs an important question: How do you prepare for the next stage of your
career? How do you complement your technical skills with the leadership skills needed to advance your career?
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We’ll help you develop your leadership skills by
describing strategies the finance department uses at Cintas Corporation’s rental division. Cintas provides uniforms, entrance mats, restroom services, promotional
products, first aid and safety products, fire protection services, and document management services for approximately 800,000 businesses. Total Cintas sales in fiscal
2009 were $3.8 billion. The rental accounting department
consists of roughly 40 partners (Cintas refers to all
employees as partners) who support more than 250
plants and branch offices generating approximately
$3 billion in annual sales.

What Makes an Accountant Tick?
Did you ever stop to contemplate what makes an accountant tick? While late-night talk show hosts might have
some fun answering this question, what makes accountants tick is the same thing that makes all employees in an
organization tick: Accountants want to make a difference!
They want to be respected as value-added business partners who help drive the organization’s success rather than
being viewed as back-office resources who simply close
the books, reconcile accounts, roll up budgets, calculate
variances, and hand off numerical analyses to others who
actually make decisions. If you aspire to be an upwardly
mobile financial leader and want to exert more influence
at every stage of your career, then step one is to embrace
the principle that you are leading people who sincerely
want to be valuable contributors to your company. Step
two in your development process is to understand that
financial leaders need a means of translating this principle into strategically aligned employee actions. To do so,
Cintas established a framework, featured in Figure 1, that
we’ll call the Leadership Cycle. We’ll discuss the four steps
in this cycle.

STEP 1: Creating the Vision
Most employees want to do the right things for their
company, but problems often arise because well-intended
employees end up investing time in day-to-day activities
or longer-term initiatives that aren’t strategically relevant.
Financial leaders need to begin by creating a vision statement that gives all partners in the finance department a
common purpose and ensures that they are directing
their efforts to the most important opportunities. The
vision statement needs to be consistent with the corporate vision, be easily understood, and signal to all partners that their goal is to help drive the company’s
financial success. It must inspire a sense of purpose in
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leading the organization through good times and bad.
In the finance department at Cintas, the vision statement is to become a world-class finance department and a
valued business partner. The term world-class inspires a
sense of being best-in-class in serving internal customers
and driving business performance. The idea of being a
valued business partner explicitly creates the expectation
that the finance department will collaborate with operations to drive the company’s success. This link to operations is instrumental in signaling to the finance
department that its efforts matter to the company. The
finance department doesn’t solely crunch numbers and
report historical results to external parties—it also actively participates in driving future performance that satisfies
shareholder expectations.

STEP 2: Creating the Roadmap
A roadmap supports the vision statement by defining
specific actions to realize the vision. In the case of Cintas,
the roadmap has three main components:
◆ Reduce the cycle time of routine transactions,
◆ Add value through financial analysis and support, and
◆ Develop partners continually.
These three pillars provide clear guidance to all partners regarding what activities will achieve the vision. Any
activity that can’t be linked to the roadmap needs to be
eliminated. On one hand, the roadmap is the gateway to
success; on the other hand, it serves as a filter to eliminate
activities that don’t align with the vision.
Before discussing the roadmap’s three main pillars, it’s
important to emphasize that financial leaders need to
demonstrate that achieving the vision is the highest priority within the department and not just some meaningless sound bite. The financial leader must frequently
articulate the vision to ensure that partners clearly understand it and their role in achieving it. Leaders need to
channel resources, balance workloads, and allocate
rewards in a manner that supports the roadmap; otherwise, partners will quickly realize the extra effort to
implement the roadmap simply adds more work to their
day with no intrinsic or extrinsic payoff.
Reducing Cycle Time

To reduce the cycle time of routine transactions, the first
pillar of the Cintas roadmap focuses on eliminating
nonvalue-added activities and automating routine transactions. This is an important pillar for financial leaders to
embrace because it explicitly recognizes the importance
of management accounting. In other words, streamlining

Figure 1:

The Leadership Cycle

STEP 1: Creating the Vision
◆ Connect departmental vision to the corporate vision
◆ Emphasize the importance of driving financial results
◆ Link accounting to operations

STEP 4:
Recognizing Successes

STEP 2:
Creating the Roadmap

◆ Quantify successes

◆ Reduce cycle time of
routine transactions

◆ Establish venues to
recognize successes

◆ Add value through financial analysis and support

◆ Link successes to pay
raises and promotions

◆ Develop partners
continually

STEP 3: The Vision Check
◆ Reaffirm the vision
◆ Reaffirm partners’ ownership of improvement process
◆ Assess progress toward achieving the vision

routine financial reporting transactions creates more
free time to engage in true management accounting—
optimizing organizational performance. Examples of a
few process-improvement projects that significantly
improved productivity at Cintas include:
◆ Streamlining the quarterly balance sheet review
process,
◆ Automating or reducing manual closing adjustments,
◆ Redesigning the audit process to reduce time and
travel costs,
◆ Developing an exception-reporting process to reduce
closing cycle time,
◆ Simplifying the monthly forecast process, and
◆ Developing a dynamic accounting/finance website
to facilitate effective distribution of reports and
information.
Adding Value

The second pillar of the Cintas roadmap emphasizes
adding value through financial analysis and support by
being a partner to field operations and providing valueadded financial insight into operational performance.
Financial leaders need to understand the value of this
pillar because it shifts the finance department’s focus

from serving as a back-office function to working handin-hand with line functions. While the finance team is
counted on to preserve the ledger’s integrity, financial
results, and internal controls, they are also counted on to
leverage this technical expertise to convert data to decisions and information to insights—partners on the front
lines helping drive business performance.
For example, the Cintas accountants prepare periodic
financial performance evaluations for general managers.
These evaluations highlight financial statement trends in
the manager’s segment of the business. A group of standard analytical reports called a profitability toolbox supports these financial performance evaluations and enables
managers to uncover the underlying reasons for their
financial trends. Accountants created the toolbox based on
feedback from managers who wanted the accountants’
most useful ad-hoc financial reports to be standardized in
the company’s business warehouse, thereby aiding accessibility and simplifying the interpretation of financial performance. Toolbox reports include trend information to
analyze sales and cost components, as well as benchmark
information to compare the performance of business
units across the company. While financial performance is
historical, understanding underlying trends and business
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drivers in a systematic manner helps enable more accurate
forecasts of future performance as well as highlights the
levers that will improve future performance.
Once the toolbox was created, managers and senior
accountants worked together to train other accountants
on how to analyze trends effectively, when to use certain
reports, and how to prepare the performance evaluations
properly. The response from general managers to this
process has been very positive because they clearly see
how accountants are adding value to the company’s operations. Furthermore, the reaction in the finance department has been very positive because the accountants are
deriving satisfaction from collaborating with partners
across the organization to improve financial performance.
Develop Partners Continually

The third pillar of the Cintas roadmap explicitly recognizes the value of accountants as intellectual assets. Cintas
continually develops its partners through involvement in
process-improvement projects, training, and career development and planning.
Driving Change through Process Improvement
Financial leaders need to have a vision that embraces
the spirit of continuous improvement. Within Cintas’s
finance department, many partners are trained as Six Sigma
green belts. Partners offer ideas for process-improvement
projects through the finance department Web page or an
online Kaizen Action Sheet, which Figure 2 features. Kaizen
Action Sheets are used by partners to submit ideas for
improvements in the accounting process. A Kaizen Action
Sheet includes the name, location, and division of the partner providing the suggestion; a brief description of the
problem or opportunity; the specific process to be
improved; the proposed action required; and the expected
benefits. When this process was started a few years ago,
financial leaders had to encourage accounting partners to
submit ideas, but participation increased rapidly as the
partners realized that the process was effectively driving
change. Eventually, accountants started making so many
suggestions that the company formed a Kaizen Action Team
(or KAS team) to complete numerous projects.
The KAS team reviews all process-improvement proposals to determine if they support the vision, and, if they do,
the team approves them. If a project doesn’t support the
vision, the KAS team declines the proposal and communicates the reason to the partner, thus ensuring he/she is not
discouraged from providing future proposals. Leadership
and participation on the KAS team are rotated every six
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Excerpt of
Kaizen Action Sheet
Figure 2:

Name
Location
Division
Group
Area or Process Name

Problem Description

Action(s) Taken/to Be
Taken

Result(s)/Expected Result(s)

Figure 3:

The Partner Development Plan

months so that more partners have an opportunity to fully
participate in the process-improvement process.
Continual Training
Financial leaders need to establish a roadmap that provides not only technical training, but also training intended to build the next generation of accounting leaders. For
example, all Cintas accountants complete Corporate Culture Training that stresses the importance of ethically
grounded decision making and reminds them of the company’s rich legacy of service to its shareholders. With assistance from the company’s training department, the
finance department also developed specialized training
classes to sharpen its partners’ leadership skills. For example, one customized training course uses interactive
instruction and role play to develop the coaching skills

that each partner will need when mentoring
others in their efforts to advance their
careers. This course teaches managers how to
adjust their coaching style to accommodate
unique situations, particular tasks, and individual partner skill sets and competencies.
Cintas also offers its managers training in
other leadership-oriented areas, such as
interviewing and hiring skills, developing
strong presentation skills, and understanding
and enabling partners’ diverse learning styles.

Career Development
All managers and partners within the finance
department participate in career-planning
discussions twice a year. Prior to these semiannual meetings, the partner and manager
each independently prepare a Partner Development Plan as Figure 3 shows. The semiannual discussions begin by comparing the
two plans to determine if both parties have
similar perceptions with respect to the partner’s current skills, skill gaps, and goals. The
first iteration of this document-preparation
process can benefit both parties because it
often reveals different perceptions and expectations. A clear, candid understanding of
gaps paves the way for partner improvement,
development, and growth.
The end goal of the semi-annual process is
to create a mutually agreed-on Partner
Development Plan that forms the foundation
for future career-development discussions.
The finalized plan should serve four main purposes:
◆ Identify career goals that are interesting and exciting
to the partner and that are aligned with the vision,
◆ Identify skills gaps the partner needs to overcome to
achieve the desired goals,
◆ Specify actionable steps the partner needs to pursue to
close the skills gaps, and
◆ Provide a mechanism for measuring progress in
closing the skills gaps.
The Partner Development Plan recognizes that Cintas
partners are prepared for a productive career, not just a job.

STEP 3: The Vision Check
Financial leaders at Cintas use a vision check process to
reaffirm everyone’s commitment to and understanding of
the vision and roadmap. They execute the vision check in
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a three-step process during every quarterly departmental
meeting. First, financial leaders always make an effort to
restate and reemphasize the vision. While this may seem
redundant, leaders too often assume partners understand
the vision only to find out too late that well-intended
partners have pursued projects that have taken the organization off-course. Regularly communicating and living
the vision ensures that all partners stay connected to the
department’s ultimate goals.
Second, at every quarterly meeting financial leaders
must explicitly acknowledge that the intellectual engine
for continuous process improvement resides in the minds
of all partners because they are the ones with an intimate
understanding of how the business operates. With that
backdrop of positive reinforcement, financial leaders
must encourage all partners to take ownership of achieving the vision by readily identifying and submitting new
ideas for reducing the cycle time of routine transactions
and adding value to field operations. If all partners feel
empowered and inspired to determine how they can contribute to achieving the vision, they are more likely to
identify process-improvement opportunities. Furthermore, they’re more likely to help vet all project proposals
to ensure that they support the vision.
The third component of the vision-check process is to
seek feedback on the progress being made toward achieving the vision. At Cintas, each quarterly meeting in the
finance department includes an update on all improvement projects that are in process or that have been completed since the last meeting. The department briefly
discusses open projects to ensure that they are on track,
and partners give a PowerPoint presentation on one or
two larger projects, many of which are Six Sigma projects.
Six Sigma projects include a presentation of the data and
the tools used to analyze a particular problem. These
more formal presentations not only ensure that everyone
in the department understands the changes and the benefits derived from the projects, but they also allow team
members to demonstrate their contribution to the
department’s success and the realization of the vision. In
addition, this process creates a good opportunity for
partners to further develop their presentation skills.
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30% improvement in productivity, which is based on the
number of locations handled per accountant. Accountants have continuously improved their ability to support
operations managers and VPs in areas such as capacity
planning, financial analysis, and acquisition support,
thereby helping operations save millions of dollars for the
corporation while improving service and quality.
Importantly, these successes that help achieve the vision
need to be formally recognized! At Cintas, the finance
department organizes a semi-annual luncheon that pays
tribute to all partners involved in projects completed during the prior six months. All attendees’ contributions are
explicitly recognized, and random drawings are held to
award gift certificates to local restaurants. The luncheons
generate genuine excitement and help encourage all partners to continuously develop new ideas that will improve
the business. Beyond the luncheons, it’s essential to align
the financial reward system with the vision. Each partner’s
ability to work toward achieving the vision as defined in
his/her Partner Development Plan is instrumental in
determining pay raises and promotions.

Value-added Business Partners
Accountants do more than record transactions, comply
with rules, and analyze data. They provide leadership that
defines a vision for the finance department and drives the
organizational change to achieve the vision. Partners within the finance department will enthusiastically embrace
change efforts when they are involved in the process and
when they believe that their financial leaders are committed to achieving the vision. As the experiences at Cintas
illustrate, to become a financial leader, you’ll need to articulate a vision for your department, provide the roadmap
to achieve the vision, provide regular feedback on the
progress toward achieving the vision, and reward the
efforts of those making the vision become a reality.
Accountants stepping up, influencing change, and becoming business partners on the front lines with operations—
now that’s no joke, Letterman and O’Brien! SF

STEP 4: Recognizing Successes

Paul Carmichael, CPA, is a senior controller at Cintas
Corporation in Mason, Ohio, and a long-time member of
IMA. You can reach him at (513) 573-4042 or
carmichaelp@cintas.com.

The final step of the leadership cycle is to recognize successes. At Cintas, the vision statement and roadmap have
been used to drive substantial operational improvements.
For example, since Cintas developed the vision statement,
the rental division’s finance department has achieved a

Peter C. Brewer, CPA, Ph.D., is a professor in the department
of accountancy at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, and is
a member of IMA’s Cincinnati North Chapter. You can reach
Peter at (513) 529-6271 or brewerpc@muohio.edu.
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