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Seeing the Business Through the CFO’s Lens: Practical Lessons for In-House Counsel 

I. Introduction 

For many in-house lawyers, the relationship with the Chief Financial Officer is among the most 

consequential—and, at times, the most misunderstood. Legal and Finance often share the same 

objective: enabling the business to grow while managing risk responsibly. Yet despite this 

alignment, friction regularly arises. Finance leaders are surprised late in the process by legal 

constraints. Lawyers are frustrated when carefully reasoned advice is overridden by commercial 

urgency. These tensions are rarely the result of bad faith or lack of competence. More often, 

they stem from differences in training, incentives, timing, and the way risk is framed and 

communicated. 

This CLE paper accompanies a CLO-led panel designed to bring the CFO perspective into 

sharper focus. Drawing on real-world lessons from close partnerships between Legal and 

Finance, it explores what consistently matters most to CFOs—and why even well-intentioned 

lawyers can inadvertently create financial surprise or planning disruption. More importantly, it 

offers practical guidance for in-house counsel who want to become stronger, more credible 

business partners. 

II. How CFOs Are Wired: A Working Framework 

While every executive is different, seasoned CFOs tend to evaluate issues through a consistent 

set of lenses: 

Predictability and Planning Discipline. CFOs are stewards of forecasts, budgets, and 

commitments made to boards, investors, and lenders. Surprises—particularly late-stage legal 

surprises—are costly not only in dollars, but in credibility. Legal advice that materially changes 

cost, timing, or feasibility late in the process is often perceived as a failure of partnership rather 

than a necessary risk control. 

Risk Calibration, Not Risk Elimination. CFOs rarely expect Legal to eliminate risk entirely. 

Instead, they want to understand how much risk exists, where it sits, and whether it is tolerable 

relative to the expected return. Binary legal answers (“we can’t do this”) are far less useful than 

calibrated assessments (“this is low / medium / high risk, here is what drives it, and here are the 

mitigations”). 

Decision-Readiness. Finance leaders are constantly making trade-offs under uncertainty. Legal 

advice that arrives without a clear recommendation, alternatives, or business impact forces CFOs 

to do additional synthesis themselves—and erodes confidence in Legal as a decision support 

function. 

III. Common Friction Points Between Legal and Finance 

Understanding where relationships break down is the first step toward improving them. 

1. Late-Stage Legal Intervention 
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When Legal is brought in after pricing, forecasts, or public commitments have already been 

made, even sound legal advice can feel obstructive. From the CFO’s perspective, the problem is 

not the legal issue itself, but the lack of earlier visibility. 

Practical takeaway: insist—politely but firmly—on being looped into planning and scoping 

discussions earlier, even if only at a high level. Early issue-spotting dramatically reduces 

downstream friction. 

2. Legal Language That Does Not Translate 

Terms like “material risk,” “likely,” or “significant exposure” mean very different things to lawyers 

than to finance professionals. Without translation into financial ranges, probabilities, or 

scenarios, legal advice can feel abstract. 

Practical takeaway: wherever possible, frame risk in financial or operational terms: potential 

dollar ranges, downside scenarios, impact on timing, or effect on revenue recognition. 

3. Over-Indexing on Downside Without Context 

Lawyers are trained to stress-test worst-case outcomes. CFOs need that perspective—but they 

also need context. A catastrophic downside that is extremely unlikely may be entirely acceptable 

if the upside is compelling and the controls are strong. 

Practical takeaway: clearly separate probability from impact, and explain which risks are 

theoretical versus practical. 

IV. Translating Legal Risk Into Financial Language 

One of the most effective ways to build credibility with a CFO is to speak in terms that align with 

how finance evaluates decisions. 

Use Ranges, Not Absolutes. Instead of stating that exposure is “uncapped” or “significant,” 

describe typical claim sizes, comparable market outcomes, or internal benchmarks. 

Tie Legal Outcomes to Financial Statements. Explain whether a risk primarily affects operating 

expense, capital expenditure, working capital, cash flow timing, or contingent liabilities. 

Offer Structured Options. For example: 

• Option A: Accept the risk with no mitigation; expected cost is low, but exposure is 

uncapped. 

• Option B: Add a contractual limitation; slight increase in negotiation time, materially 

reduces downside. 

• Option C: Walk away; no legal risk, but lost revenue opportunity. 

CFOs are accustomed to choosing among imperfect options. Legal’s role is to clarify the 

trade-offs, not to make the decision disappear. 

V. Timing Matters: Integrating Legal Into Planning Cycles 
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CFOs operate on predictable rhythms—annual budgeting, quarterly forecasting, capital 

allocation cycles, and board reporting calendars. Legal advice that ignores these rhythms is 

often perceived as disconnected from business reality. 

Best practices include: 

• Aligning major contract or regulatory initiatives with budgeting cycles. 

• Flagging legal issues that could affect forecasts before numbers are finalized. 

• Using regular touchpoints with Finance to surface emerging risks early. 

When Legal demonstrates an understanding of Finance’s cadence, it earns trust and earlier 

inclusion. 

VI. Credibility Is Built Over Time 

From the CFO’s perspective, credibility comes from consistency and judgment. 

Be Measured, Not Alarmist. Reserve “red flag” language for truly exceptional risks. Overuse 

dulls its impact. 

Be Commercially Fluent. Demonstrating an understanding of margins, pricing models, and 

operating realities signals partnership, not obstruction. 

Stand Behind Recommendations. CFOs respect lawyers who are willing to offer a clear 

recommendation—even when the decision ultimately goes another way. 

VII. Practical Checklist for In-House Counsel 

Before delivering advice to a CFO or senior finance leader, ask yourself: 

1. Have I translated the legal issue into financial or operational terms? 

2. Am I offering options with clear trade-offs, not just problems? 

3. Does my timing align with planning and forecasting realities? 

4. Have I distinguished probability from impact? 

5. Is my recommendation clear, even if imperfect? 

VIII. Conclusion 

The strongest Legal-Finance partnerships are built on mutual respect, early engagement, and a 

shared commitment to enabling the business. By understanding what CFOs truly value—

predictability, calibrated risk, decision-ready advice, and credibility—in-house counsel can 

dramatically increase their effectiveness and influence. Most CFOs do not want fewer lawyers 

involved in decisions; they want lawyers who see the world through a business lens. This session, 

and this paper, are designed to help you become one of them. 

 


