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Jim Singh, CMA
(Canada), talks about

Jim Singh joined Nestlé in 1977 and over the next 23 years progressed

the evolution of

from financial analyst to executive vice president and chief financial

corporate finance

officer of Nestlé Canada. During that time, he became a member of the

from bean counter to

Canadian Institute of Management Accountants (now CMA Canada)

business partner.
His tip to budding

and earned his certification. In 2000, he moved to Nestlé’s global headquarters in a mergers & acquisitions role where he worked closely with
Peter Brabeck-Letmathe, Nestlé’s then CEO and chairman, on deals

financial managers?

that would shape the company, including the purchase of Ralston

Get a professional

Purina, Dreyer’s Grand Ice Cream, and Schöller. In 2008, he took on

certification early in

the role of global CFO, where he continues to work in business devel-

your career.

opment and strategy alongside his traditional finance responsibilities.
Also in 2008, Paul Bulcke assumed the role of CEO, with Peter
Brabeck-Letmathe remaining in the position of chairman and Singh in
the capacity of CFO. Singh talked recently with Leif M. Sjöblom, professor of financial management at IMD, for Strategic Finance about the
organization of finance at Nestlé, the changing role of the CFO, his
toughest challenge, and how professional certification can help today’s
financial managers.
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Finance at Nestlé
LS: Tell us about the mission of the finance function

become sound finance professionals and are ready for a
senior position in the finance organization.

within Nestlé.
JS: I think the fundamental role that we have in this

company is to make sure that the organization conducts
its business in a controlled environment. We have to
make sure that we have the right policies, procedures, and
guidelines in place to help our people deliver on that
obligation and to make sure that the organization
remains in control. The mission of the finance function is
to provide information derived from sound analyses of
the business conditions and performance so that management can have good, relevant information on time to
make decisions to run the company. Using flying a plane
as an analogy, we have a copiloting role. As copilot, you
have to make sure that the flight plans are clear and that
you have considered all the risks and the opportunities
you are likely to confront during flight. You have to make
sure that the conditions are right for takeoff. More
importantly, you have to make sure that the conditions
for landing are also secured and safe. A senior finance
person needs [to] help business partners achieve their
goals by delivering strong financial competencies but also
bringing a risk assessment and risk management point of
view into the picture. At the end of the day, the company
has to make progress in a very strategic, coherent way to
deliver what we refer to as the Nestlé Model, which
means growth, margin improvement, managing our
investments wisely, and generating cash so that we can
deliver a competitive return to our shareholders.

LS: If you look at this from the controller’s
perspective 20 years ago, today, and 20 years from
today, how would you describe the evolution of this
position?
JS: In my opinion, the word “controller” has always

been and continues to be the essence of the senior finance
responsibility. In my own career, I have been called finance
controller, marketing controller, sales controller, budget
controller, and planning controller. Regardless of assignments linked to that title, the controller has always
remained a more senior finance position. The controller
function represents some degree of financial competence
combined with some dimension of commercial astuteness. It is a title that needs to be earned and deserved.
Here at our headquarters, we have one controller, the corporate controller. This person is responsible for management accounting at the corporate level, owns the financial
planning processes, and [reports] on progress toward
achieving management objectives. And, of course, we have
on the other side the head of financial reporting, which
includes accounting, governance, compliance, and financial reporting of actual accomplishments.

Professional Certification
LS: The profession is changing, and people need
education—they need professional development. Can
you tell us what Nestlé does to keep developing its
finance people?

LS: In a complex and diverse global organization
such as Nestlé, how do you organize finance, and how
do you ensure that you stay attuned to the business?
JS: We put a finance person as close to the business as
possible. At every level where we have a business unit,
there is a finance person. If you go to Nestlé Switzerland,
for example, you have the CFO of Nestlé Switzerland, and
then he has business unit controllers for Culinary, Ice
Cream, Frozen Food, and Coffee. We have finance people
attached to the operations for every factory and embedded in the supply chain.
We have a concept, the House of Finance, which is
built on a foundation of compliance, goal alignment, and
operational controls. The House of Finance is designed to
facilitate the financial activities of the company. When we
recruit people, we want them to travel through the House
of Finance, where they receive exposure to the business
and acquire leadership competencies. In the end, they
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JS: It is the manager’s responsibility to the employee to

make sure that we deliver the right training to enhance
the competence of the individual. We have what is called
a Progress Development Guide to identify training and
development needs. We expose people to general aspects
of finance, but also, in some very specific areas, reinforce
the discipline of finance. We also have a case study
approach in how to work in a multifunctional team environment to address real issues in a business and make
recommendations to overcome them. Then we have a
number of regional courses that are more skill-based, like
management accounting, tax planning, IFRS [International Financial Reporting Standards], and costing. In
addition to [the corporate training center] at Rive-Reine,
we conduct training sessions in different parts of the
world but organized on a regional basis. We encourage
people to take professional development courses. I believe
that if you don’t get better, you’re likely to get beaten. You

When we recruit people,
we want them to travel
through the House of
Finance, where they
receive exposure to the
business and acquire
leadership competencies.

suffer from a natural obsolescence, and, therefore, continuous education is imperative if you want to make
progress in a rapidly changing business environment.
People must acquire skills and broaden their intellect to
stay relevant.
LS: Do you see a role for a professional certification
like the CMA® (Certified Management Accountant)?
JS: Absolutely. I would like our people to make the

additional effort because, at the end of their training, they
have something that is portable but is Nestlé-sponsored
and financed. At the end of the day, the individual can
say, “I have made an investment in myself, and I’ve been
recognized for it because I’ve achieved a professional
standard of recognition.”
Certification does three things. First, it demonstrates
the commitment and willingness of the individual to
improve himself or herself. Second, successful completion
is surely a validation of the ability of the individual, of the
employee. Third, and very important, is recognition—
recognition by peers, from inside the company and outside the company, as an individual who has sought to
invest in himself or herself and has been able to accomplish something that is recognized not only by people
around him or her, but wherever he or she goes. And
whether that is within Nestlé or outside Nestlé, it is something that is accredited by an international body with
global membership.
LS: Did your certification help you in your career?
JS: I think it did, exactly for the three reasons I just

gave you. When I joined Nestlé Canada, in the finance

function there was a cadre of young, aspiring people who
wanted to make something of themselves. Many did professional certification part-time. When we qualified, we
were recognized by being assigned additional responsibilities. When you hire somebody, you look for two things:
willingness and ability. Most of us were married, had
young kids, and our wives were working. But somehow
people found a way to pursue professional development.
We were in our 20s and early 30s and wanted something
to differentiate ourselves by a value-added professional
program. That is the way I see it; you have increased your
value upon completion.

Role of the CFO
LS: When you get to the top in the finance organization as CFO, how is it different today from 20 years
ago, and what will it be like in the future?
JS: Finance and the role of the CFO have moved away
from being very numbers focused. In the old days, they
called us a lot of names—bean counters, for example.
Over time, we became information systems people, aggregating, analyzing, and reporting information. Who better
was capable of doing that? From there, we moved into
process improvement and dealing with issues around
outsourcing or insourcing, for example. Eventually we
became agents of change for the company. We were
agents of change in a very substantive way because we
had the facility to deal with information. In order for you
to drive change, you must have information that inspires
change; credible information analytically driven inspires
change. Then we move into copilot roles or business partners. In that last step, you need a wider vision of what
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your role is. You become the strategic partner to the CEO,
to the chairman, and to your colleagues in management.
You need a high degree of awareness of what is happening to the environment, what markets are attractive, what
are our competencies, what should we buy, what should
we sell, and how you shape strategy linked to a vision that
delivers results. When you get to that level, then you are
ready to become CFO.
LS: CFOs today have to deliver greater results with
fewer resources. How do you deal with that?
JS: It has become a requirement to be able to optimize,

to leverage skills, and to drive the productivity of people.
How can you engineer the productivity of people to a
higher level through lasting change? At Nestlé, we call
that Nestlé Continuous Excellence. There were people
here before me who had a vision of progress and sustainability. My job is to make sure that we don’t lose that
vision. While I am here, there must be a continuity of
change for the better. Today you not only have to do
more with less—you also have to deliver greater returns
on a unit basis because the risks are high. The environment and the risks within it demand a higher return,
even on the same investment or the same absolute return
on lower investment.
LS: What is your biggest professional challenge for
the moment? What keeps you awake at night?
JS: Oh, I sleep at night. But the challenge is how [to]
continue to make progress in a very strategic, coherent
way with so much volatility in the business environment.
What allows a company, every year, to go to the marketplace and report 5% to 6% organic growth and margin
improvement of 20 to 30 basis points and pay a dividend
that is 14% to 15% greater than the year before? And we
do that even at a time when nearly 70% of the S&P companies are either cutting or cancelling dividends. The
Nestlé Model is about organic growth and improvement
in operating margins consistently over time in spite of the
varying business conditions. And that is a commitment
not only in words but backed by plans and competencies
in our organization that allow us to achieve that year
after year.

Work/Life Balance
LS: Most companies I talk to find it difficult to find
entry-level finance people. There are fewer people
entering, yet there is more demand for them. So how
do you deal with that?
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JS: I know of a company that had a recruitment program where people would come into a single training pool;
it didn’t matter if you were a physicist, chemist, historian,
philosopher, or accountant. You would spend three or four
years in this program and go through a series of training.
When you would leave the program, you could be
deployed anywhere in the company depending on your fit
and your personal desires. At Nestlé, we have entry
streams—e.g., an Innovation Team, a Continuous
Improvement Team, and Internal Audit. I always believed
that if you really want to know about the company, you
should join the Internal Audit department where you really
get a sense of how the company operates and are exposed
to the culture of the organization; after a few years, you are
ready to go into a finance role or, alternatively, into manufacturing, distribution, marketing, or sales.
Many people want to work in the other markets. People graduating in one market want to work in other markets to acquire language skills and exposure to other
cultural experiences. Recruiting the “right” person in
terms of mutual interests is very important, but it is
training, development, and deployment that allow for
retention. We recognize that we need to be more flexible
in order to recruit from a wider base of the population.
To have a sustainable model, we adapt our recruitment,
our development, and our deployment processes to make
sure they are upgraded for a wider population base. It is a
new dimension to our recruitment, and I think we are
well on our way to recognizing that there is a big opportunity. We are [a] global company, and it is helpful if our
people are mobile. So you have to go the extra mile to
make this possible.
LS: Some people say, “Work/life balance is something to talk about or to think about 15 or 20 years
into my career. But first I need to forget about my life.
I want to focus on my work so that I can build my
career.” What do you think about that?
JS: Today, young people have different expectations.
We have to encourage work/life balance at the very
start. You have to have a meeting of the minds because
they are not going to work the long hours some of us
did. Whenever I see people working long hours and
coming in on the weekends, I try to discourage it. You
need to create an environment where people feel they
are valued—where they feel they don’t have to work
seven days a week or 12 hours a day to create a positive
impression. If that is the way they create value for
themselves, then something is wrong. I once had some-

About
Nestlé
Nestlé, whose brands
are recognized around

one say to me, “Jim, you either have too much to do—
or you don’t know what you’re doing.” That’s what we
have to ask ourselves when we see people overworking
themselves: Do they really know what to do, or do they
have too much to do? Sometimes it is a combination of
both. As managers, we owe them an obligation to find a
solution.

the world, has more
than 280,000 employ-

LS: Can you give us an example of how companies

ees worldwide, has

are supporting work/life balance?

443 factories in 81

JS: One of our objectives is to achieve a better
work/life balance and therefore encourage our employees to do so. In our employee surveys, it is an important
KPI [key performance indicator]. We also encourage
interaction with family members [so they will have a]
greater awareness of what their parents do at work. I
was in the U.S. a few weeks ago, and they had a
parent/child day where all the kids came in. It was in
our pizza business head office in Chicago, and the lab
was all prepared with dough, flour, and instructions on
how to make a pizza. These kids are eight to 17 years
old, and they spent a day with their parent at work. It
was fantastic! The kids and parents were all there, making pizza. These are events that not only Nestlé but other companies do to help create a better appreciation of
what parents do at work.

countries, and had
revenues of more than
109 billion Swiss Francs in 2010. Its objective is to be the
world’s “recognized leader in nutrition, health, and wellness, and the industry reference for financial performance.” Therefore, growing the competency of its
financial staff is an important theme for Nestlé.
Recognizing how Nestlé values financial development
of its employees, former IMA® Switzerland Chapter
board member Hany Morcos, CMA, and Nestlé employee and active Chapter member, Terri Hill, GRCP, began
working to raise the awareness of IMA and the CMA
certification within the company. Their efforts led to a
meeting between IMA President and CEO Jeff Thomson
and the Swiss CFO in May 2010, a meeting between
then IMA Chair Sandy Richtermeyer and the Global CFO
in November 2010, and the interview with the Global
CFO for Strategic Finance in May 2011.
In addition to the above activities for IMA, Nestlé also
sponsored and hosted an evening event for the IMA
Switzerland Chapter on June 14, 2011. Held at the conference facilities in the company headquarters in Vevey,
the event was a huge success. More than 60 people

LS: And do you personally feel you have a good
work/life balance?
JS: Work is important, but my family is very, very

important to me. I try and spend at least one day a week
with my wife and maintain an active association with my
family. I also have other interests: I read and hack around
golf courses whenever I can. There are situations indeed
where your adrenaline goes through the roof, but generally I think I’m pretty calm. SF

attended, half from Nestlé internal and the other half
IMA Chapter members and guests. Presentations during
the event included an introduction to IMA and the CMA
for the Nestlé employees, given by Nina Michels-Kim,
IMA director of European Operations; a backgrounder on

Leif Sjöblom, CMA, CFA, Ph.D., is professor of financial
management at IMD in Lausanne, Switzerland. He earned
his Ph.D. in business from Stanford University. He is a
member of IMA’s Switzerland Chapter, and you can reach
him at leif.sjoblom@imd.ch.

Nestlé’s company vision and key facts and figures, given by
Michael Scales, AVP Finance—Special Projects; and the
featured presentation on Nestlé Continuous Excellence
and the Implementation of Lean Principles by Stéphane
Alby, who leads the Nestlé Continuous Excellence in
Finance & Control initiative worldwide.

Nina Michels-Kim, CMA, is IMA director of European
Operations. Previously she worked in various financial
planning and analysis and controlling roles for firms in the
pharma industry for 13 years. She is also the founder of the
IMA Switzerland Chapter, and you can reach her at
nmichelskim@imanet.org.
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