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The great convergence

The system CFO in 2035 will occupy one of the most consequential roles in any
organization: a nexus of finance, operations, risk, and strategy. While historically
the CFO was known primarily as the guardian of the ledger, the pressures of
reimbursement compression, rising uninsured volumes, and out-of-network leakage
demand that today's CFO be much more. The question is no longer “How do we
maintain margin?” but “How do we transform the enterprise?”

Between now and 2035, the CFO must evolve from back-office sentinel to chief
integrator of mission and margin, balancing liquidity, growth, access, and
resilience for the long view.

From CFO to COQO?
The operational pull

As reimbursement declines and cost pressures intensify, margin protection
becomes an operational exercise. The CFO is being drawn into throughput, care
site mix optimization, workforce productivity, supply chain redesign, and capacity
alignment. In many systems, the CFO already acts as a de facto COO—particularly
when finance leads operational initiatives.

The provocative thrust: Is the CFO of 2035 the architect of care delivery
efficiency? If so, then CEOs must reexamine their assumptions about succession
planning: perhaps the operator is not the only—or even the most natural—successor.

Treasury or transformation?
The balance sheet as
strategic weapon

Traditionally, treasury is about preserving stability. In the future, it must be about
creating optionality. Healthcare CFOs must deploy capital into new care models,
digital platforms, joint ventures, ambulatory expansions, and social determinants
partnerships. With capital cost rising and philanthropy plateauing, the CFQO's ability
to manage debt, liquidity, and investment becomes a strategic differentiator.

The challenge: Can a CFO pivot from capital preservation to capital creation? Can
they see the balance sheet not as constraint, but as a living instrument of growth?
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Risk mitigation meets strategic offense

The risk agenda in healthcare has shifted: no longer limited to downside protection, it must become a core engine of
enterprise value. The modern CFO must fuse enterprise risk and strategic planning—anticipating payer disruptions,
workforce exodus, cyber threats, denial risk, and macroeconomic shocks.

Key questions:

- How do we absorb revenue shocks from further cuts to reimbursement or regulatory changes?

- How do we manage an influx of uninsured or underinsured patients without eroding core margins?
- How do we limit out-of-network leakage and consumer-driven escalations?

In this paradigm, the CFO becomes the chief risk architect—designing growth that embeds resilience.
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Strategic driver: The CFO as chief catalyst

By 2035, the CFO will need to shift from reacting to pressure, to anticipating disruption—shaping consumer access
models, defining network dynamics, and enabling digital-first health systems. Their analytics, scenario modeling, and
capital decisions will determine whether a system offsets external revenue erosion or falls behind.

As health systems seek diversification—retail clinics, risk-bearing contracts, tech-enabled care—the CFQO's voice moves
from "balancer” to catalyst: guiding how the enterprise adapts.

A provocative question for CEOs and boards

If the CFO by 2035 is driving operational performance, shaping enterprise strategy, and managing cumulative risk, then the
natural question is not "Can the CFO succeed the CEO?" but rather: "Why not?"

In a sector where financial literacy, systems thinking, and strategic agility define survival, the CFO may be uniquely
positioned to lead the next transformation—perhaps even as CEO successor.

The CFO’s 2035 Mandate

Between now and 2035, the evolving CFO must:

-
.

Operationalize financial strategy—turning cost pressure into performance gain.
2. Reimagine capital—deploying resources toward growth and innovation.

3. Lead through uncertainty—integrating risk into every decision.

4. Shape enterprise leadership—becoming not just peer to the CEO, but potential successor.

In 2035, the health system CFO will sit at the heart of mission and margin. The systems that succeed will be those where
the CFO sees across silos - and leads decisively from that vantage.
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About
Russell Reynolds

Russell Reynolds Associates is a global leadership advisory firm. Our 500+
consultants in 47 offices work with public, private, and nonprofit organizations
across all industries and regions. We help our clients build teams of

ASSOC | ates transformational leaders who can meet today's challenges and anticipate the
digital, economic, sustainability, and political trends that are reshaping the
global business environment. From helping boards with their structure, culture,
and effectiveness to identifying, assessing and defining the best leadership for
organizations, our teams bring their decades of expertise to help clients address
their most complex leadership issues. We exist to improve the way the world is led
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