
Frank Calderoni is executive vice 
president and chief financial 

officer at Cisco, managing the fi-
nancial strategy and operations of 
a company with more than 65,000 
employees and total revenue for fis-
cal year 2007 of $34.9 billion. Prior 
to becoming CFO, Calderoni served 
as Cisco’s senior vice president, Cus-
tomer Solutions Finance, where he 
was instrumental in bringing about 
disciplined decision-making and en-
hancing transparency in the com-
pany’s reporting. He led efforts to 
create and define the value chain 
for the sales and services model 
from which organization, staffing, 
compensation plans, targets, terri-
tory definition and sales goals could 
be derived. He was also responsible 

for the decision support model on investments related to sales, services, and 
marketing, including acquisitions.
	 Before joining Cisco in 2004, Calderoni served as senior vice president and 
CFO at QLogic Corporation, a storage networking company, and earlier held the 
CFO post at SanDisk Corporation, a flash data storage company. Previously, he 
spent 21 years at IBM Corporation, with roles including CFO responsibilities for 
several divisions, including Global Small Business and Storage Systems, within 
the IBM Server Group.

Increasingly, we see CFOs having to wear multiple hats to be 

highly successful in today’s competitive global marketplace. 

One is the stewardship hat, making sure that financial reports 

are fair and accurate and controls are in place. But that’s 

table stakes. What’s your perspective on how the CFO’s roles 

have proliferated?

If you look at the CFO role, these are exciting times. Going through Sarbanes-
Oxley, there was an emphasis on the steward role. But as we moved beyond that, 
we’re now in a world that’s constantly changing with an expanding business 
portfolio that branches out into many different areas.
	 I look at the role of the CFO today as being a strategist and catalyst. CFOs are 
helping to drive the business as an equal partner with other functional leads.  
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A strategist in the sense of formulating strategy, or actually 

executing the strategy?

I think it’s both. In Cisco, we developed the Strategy Exchange Board, which is 
led by the finance organization. The purpose is to reach out into the business and 
get the right strategic thinkers to be part of the strategy process and ensure that 
we have equal participation from the different elements of the business – while 
maintaining finance’s objectivity and attention to results.  
	 Cisco is a growth company with long-term growth of 12 percent to 17 per-
cent, so the strategic process is really critical for us to be able to identify ongoing 
growth opportunities over a longer period of time.
	 The next piece is execution. When we implement particular strategies, it’s 
critical that we align them to our strategic market segments and insure that we 
have the right metrics and accountability so that once decisions are made, we can 
then execute on those in the near term as well as in the longer term.

How does the CFO help an organization get aligned around 

the strategy articulated by the senior leadership team for 

the enterprise?

As a member of Cisco’s operating committee, I work with the executive manage-
ment team to define our business model and a long-term outlook that includes 
both financial and non-financial metrics. 
	 We then work collaboratively across internal cross-functional councils and 
boards to focus on existing, adjacent and new market segment business opportu-
nities and what it will take to achieve desired performance indicators. 
	A nd at the end of the day, this virtual organizational model ensures all our 
functions are aligned and coordinated to accomplish our market-driven, compa-
nywide goals.

Cisco is so large that it must be difficult to ensure that, for 

the thousands of micro decisions that are being made all the 

time, people have the right judgment and business acumen to 

make those decisions work. Does finance take some owner-

ship in building that enterprise-wide acumen?

Very much so – within the finance organization and across the board. It’s critical 
that you enable the decisions within the business not to reside just at a corporate 
level, but to really spread and have the right decision-making and accountability 
at various levels of the organization.
	A gain, our cross-functional/cross-business councils and boards have allowed 
us to really scale.  Over the last couple of years, the cross functional councils and 
boards have enabled us to leverage our talent and disseminate decision-making 
responsibilities throughout the company. Having the right talent around those 
councils and boards with the right business acumen and capabilities to be able to 
make those decisions is critically important in achieving execution excellence. 
	 Finance plays a key role being part of those councils. These councils and boards 
have engineers, sales personnel, marketing personnel, supply chain management, 
operations and finance, really kind of small business groups that are making the 
decisions or trade-offs, and those decisions are aligned to an overall vision.
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How important is it to have rotation between the operating 

companies/business units and finance leadership team in some 

sort of structured way?

In my experience, building business acumen is a matter of making sure that you 
attract and retain the right talent from a leadership standpoint and continue to 
develop that talent. 
	A s a steward, we clearly have the accounting and finance background, which 
provides the foundation for being a strategic advisor to the overall priorities of the 
business. Additionally, I strongly encourage the finance team to get close and un-
derstand the functions that they help support or the business they help support.
	A s mentioned earlier, finance participates in our internal cross-business 
councils, boards and working teams that drive the corporate priorities. These 
formal and informal structures build upon the relationship between Finance 
and the business and ensure we don’t just operate in the backroom, but at the 
forefront of the business as a collaborator and advisor. 
	
I know that you’ve been in CFO roles before, but you’re new 

in the saddle here at Cisco and you have to spend a certain 

amount of your time facing off against Wall Street. It must 

take up a fair amount of time, and their demands are getting 

higher. How do you balance all these demands on your time? 

I spend time with both Wall Street’s buy and sell side—they are important con-
stituencies—especially the buy side. I have to balance this with all of the respon-
sibilities and activities I have related to both my stewardship and strategist roles 
at Cisco.  I try to look longer term and make sure that I allocate my time across 
both and try to make sure that I’m always managing the right balance. 

Many CFOs concentrate on their balance sheet and spend 

less time on the income statement. Often the majority of time 

they spend on the income statement it’s on the cost side, not 

on the revenue side. Does that square with your experience?

We’re very focused on growth – profitable growth. It’s making sure that our 
metrics incorporate both the income statement and the balance sheet, so that as 
we’re growing the top line, we ensure that its profitable growth.
	  Interestingly, some recent work on the relative value of growth (RVG) pub-
lished in a 2005 Harvard Business Review suggests the market places a higher 
value on revenue rather than earnings growth. Cisco’s market valuation is based 
upon a combination of revenue growth and operating margin improvements. 
Therefore, the best strategy for Cisco is to pursue both revenue and earnings 
growth; with a strong emphasis on growth.      
	
Acquisitions have been a significant part of Cisco’s historic 

growth.  To what extent does the CFO play a leadership role 

in the execution of an enterprise acquisitions strategy? 

Cisco’s successful acquisition strategy is one piece of our overall growth.  We 
evaluate investments looking at both the strategic and cultural fit. On the execu-
tion side, we have a CFO commit process where the CFO, along with the leaders 
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of the acquiring business and business development, lead the execution process, 
ensuring successful integration within Cisco. The CFO and finance team play a 
strong role both on the strategy as well as on the execution of acquisition targets. 

What’s the hardest part of your job?

I’m always looking at our portfolio – what makes sense and what doesn’t. A big 
part of my job is gaining consensus around prioritizing our portfolio. Sometimes, 
that can be difficult. Not everyone agrees at first on where to invest. 

Or not invest?

Or not invest, right. Let’s take it back to an acquisition. You’ve got a team that 
has done an extensive amount of work evaluating a particular acquisition and 
they feel so much passion for it, and then you’ve got to stand there and say for 
whatever reason, we’re just not moving forward on this.
	 But I think the more challenging scenario with any company is an investment 
that you’ve made for a number of years and either it is later in its business life 
or it’s really not performing to the metrics that you’ve established. And then you 
have to make a tough decision that you have to move away from that investment 
because there are other things that are more important, especially focusing on 
the growth and future. That sometimes can be a hard decision.

If you had to pick the area—technology infrastructure, non-

standardized business processes, talent shortages, and so on 

—that’s most important to business performance, what would 

it be?

The people. If I look at people, process and technology, the first thing that I would 
say is really strong here at Cisco are the people.
	 We feel that if you have the right talent, especially in a growth environment, 
they are going to deliver the proper results.  If I step back and look into the 
finance organization, having a strong vision is also important to be able to at-
tract and retain the right talent. And within the finance organization, the vision 
I have for finance is really where finance leads the business transformation to 
maximize our company performance.
	 I look at two components—innovation and operational excellence—and the 
balance between the two.  
	 Finance plays a key role in helping drive innovation through portfolio man-
agement, how we go through a process of selecting the right investments and 
then also driving accountability with metrics that go along with that to ensure 
that we’re executing on the strategy.
	 The other side of the equation that I think is important to driving that kind of 
vision is having operational excellence, having the ability to scale your business 
in an effective, efficient way. We have to enable that within our business on the 
finance side and, broadly, on the business side so that we have that flexibility and 
capability and the right metrics in place to drive productivity.
	 These together will enable us to maximize our company performance.

Richard Woodward is a principal with Deloitte Consulting LLP.
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This publication contains general information only and Deloitte LLP is not, by means of this 
publication, rendering accounting, business, financial, investment, legal, tax, or other professional 
advice or services. This publication is not a substitute for such professional advice or services, 
nor should it be used as a basis for any decision or action that may affect your business. 

Before making any decision or taking any action that may affect your business, you should  
consult a qualified professional advisor.
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any person who relies on this publication.
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