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Ever wondered if gender impacts the ethical compass of your organisation’s financial
leadership and ‘how’ it might be subtly steering the success of your projects? A groundbreaking
article from Warwick Business School (WBS) by Yuval Millo, “Are female CFOs more ethical than
men?”, suggests it absolutely does - and the implications for project practitioners are far more profound
than you might initially imagine.

While the research focuses on banking and the crucial role of the Chief Financial Officer, its core findings
offer a powerful lens through which to examine our own project financial management, risk-taking, and
leadership. Let’s unpack how these insights aren’t just for the C-suite, but for every project manager
striving for ethical delivery and predictable outcomes.

The “CFO Effect” in Your Project World: What It Means for
You

The WBS research highlights that female CFOs tend to adopt a more conservative, transparent, and timely
approach to financial reporting, particularly concerning loan loss provisions (LLP). They are, in essence,
less likely to engage in “managerial opportunism” and more likely to provide an accurate, forward-looking
view of potential financial risks.

Now, let’s translate this “CFO Effect” directly into your project management reality:

1. Risk Management: Beyond the Checklist, Towards True Foresight.
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The Article’s Insight: Female CFOs are associated with timelier LLP reporting - identifying potential
bad loans before they become non-performing. This isn't just about reporting; it's about a proactive,
risk-averse mindset.

Your Project Implication: Are your project risk registers mere tick-box exercises, or are you
genuinely digging deep to unearth potential “bad news"” early? A more “CFO-like” approach means:

Proactive Risk Identification: Not just identifying obvious threats, but looking around corners for
subtle signals of potential cost overruns, schedule delays, or resource shortfalls. Think beyond the
immediate; what could go wrong in 3, 6, or 12 months?

Conservative Contingency Planning: Are your budget contingencies truly robust, or are they wishful
thinking? Embrace a prudent approach that factors in realistic buffer for uncertainties, rather than
optimistically under-reserving and hoping for the best. This isn’t about being pessimistic, but about
being realistic and prepared.

Challenging the “Everything’s Fine” Narrative: Do you, or your team, feel pressured to present an
overly rosy picture? The research suggests a more ethical stance means transparently acknowledging
risks early, even if they are uncomfortable, to allow for timely corrective action.

. Financial Transparency: Your Project’s Ethical Balance Sheet.

The Article’s Insight: The “timeliness” of LLP reporting reflects greater transparency and less
opportunistic financial decision-making.
Your Project Implication: How transparent are you with your project’s financial health?

Honest Cost Reporting & Forecasting: Are your actuals accurate and your forecasts realistic? Avoid
the temptation to “smooth over” emerging cost issues or understate remaining effort. Your
stakeholders need an unvarnished truth to make informed decisions.

Clear Justification for Changes: When scope changes, budget variances, or resource shifts occur, is
the financial impact clearly articulated and justified? This builds trust and prevents accusations of
hidden costs or mismanagement.

Saying “No” to Financial Manipulation: Are there pressures to cut corners on quality to meet
budget, or to “reallocate” funds in ways that aren’t truly aligned with project objectives? An ethical
project manager resists such pressures, upholding the financial integrity of their project.

. Ethical Leadership: Setting the Tone for Your Project Team.
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* The Article’s Insight: The research points to a reduced likelihood of “managerial opportunism and
accounting fraud” with female CFOs. It also notes a positive, though smaller, effect of gender-diverse
boards.

* Your Project Implication: You, as the project manager, are the “CFO” of your project. Your financial
ethics directly influence your team’s behaviour and the project’s outcomes.

¢ Lead by Example: Your integrity in managing project finances sets the benchmark for your team. Are
you meticulous with expenses? Transparent about budget constraints? Fair in allocating resources?

¢ Foster a Culture of Accountability: Create an environment where financial accountability is
paramount, and where team members feel empowered to raise concerns about potential waste, fraud,
or mismanagement without fear.

 Embrace Diversity of Thought: The article’s mention of diverse boards amplifying the effect is
crucial. Does your project team possess diverse perspectives that can challenge assumptions and spot
financial risks or ethical dilemmas that a homogeneous group might miss?

Beyond the “Gender” Headline: The Deeper Message for
Project Management

It's vital to look beyond the gender aspect of this study and focus on the traits associated with the
findings: prudence, transparency, risk aversion, and a long-term, ethical perspective. These are
not exclusively female traits, but the research suggests a statistical correlation that warrants attention.

For project practitioners, the takeaway is clear: cultivating these traits in ourselves and our teams is
paramount for successful project delivery. Ethical financial management in project management is
not a luxury; it is the bedrock upon which successful projects are built, ensuring:

o Sustainable Project Outcomes: Projects that are financially sound and ethically managed contribute
to long-term value creation, rather than short-term gains at the expense of future liabilities.

o Enhanced Stakeholder Confidence: Transparent and ethical financial practices build deep trust with
sponsors, investors, and clients, making them more likely to support future endeavors.

o Mitigation of Reputational Risk: A project steeped in financial integrity protects the organization’s
reputation and avoids the significant damage that financial irregularities can cause.

o Effective Resource Stewardship: Ethical financial management ensures that every dollar, pound, or
euro invested in a project is used wisely and achieves its maximum impact.

Want to Learn More? Explore WBS Finance Insights!

This article is just one example of the insightful research coming out of Warwick Business School. Their
finance department regularly produces cutting-edge research that, while often focused on the corporate
and banking sectors, holds immense value for project professionals. Understanding the broader financial
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landscape, ethical considerations, and risk management strategies discussed by leading academics can
significantly elevate your project management practice.

Why should project managers boost their financial understanding?

= Broader Business Acumen: Gain a deeper understanding of corporate financial decision-making,
which directly impacts project funding, investment strategies, and organizational risk appetite.

= Advanced Risk Management Strategies: Discover new frameworks and perspectives on risk
assessment and mitigation that can be adapted to project contexts.

= Ethical Foundations: Explore academic insights into ethical leadership and decision-making in
finance, strengthening your own moral compass as a project leader.

= Anticipate Organizational Shifts: Stay ahead of trends in corporate governance and financial
regulation that could influence how projects are funded, managed, and reported.

Are you ready to elevate your understanding of project finance and ethical leadership? We
encourage you to seek out more articles from the WBS finance team. Start by exploring their research
publications - you might uncover the next big insight that transforms your project management approach.

What are your thoughts? How do these insights resonate with your experiences in project
financial management? Share your perspectives and let’s continue this vital conversation.

WBS has a range of valuable resource including hundreds of finance articles. Available for free
to anyone looking to find out more about how improving greater financial literacy can
underpin project success. For more information visit their site. And why not join their latest
executive course offering “Finance for Non-Financial Leaders”.


https://www.wbs.ac.uk/courses/executive-education/for-individuals/finance-for-non-finance-leaders/

