
c u s t o m  c o n t e n t

october 1, 2018

top row left to right: Platinum sponsor Brian Hegarty (Marsh & McLennan Agency); Winners Doug Lorenzen (Talespin), Deanna Farnell (Gelt, Inc.), George DiSalvo (Kaiser Foundation Health Plan, Inc.),  
Diamond sponsor Joseph Mazza (RSM US LLP); Platinum sponsors Dr. Chandra Subramaniam (CSUN, David Nazarian College of Business & Economics), Michael Lujan (Oscar Health)

 
bottom row left to right: Winners John Kuch (Xencor, Inc.), Maria Carlson (Pankow Builders), Wendy Morgan (Cacique Inc.), Alex Ko (Bank of Hope), Platinum sponsor Miklos Ringbauer (CalCPA)

Armanino LLP  |  Bank of Hope  |  Cacique  |  Century Group  |  Green Hasson Janks  |  Griffin Capital Company  |  HCVT
Kaiser Permanente  |  Krost  |  SoCalGas  |  Thompson Coburn LLP  |  Union Bank  |  Woodcraft Rangers

GOLD SPONSORS

DIAMOND SPONSOR

PLATINUM SPONSORS

SILVER SPONSORS

Audit Prep  |  The California Wellness Foundation  |  First Bank  |  Fullscreen  |  Pankow Builders

SullivanCurtisMonroe Insurance Services, LLC
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Letter from the Publisher

The chief financial officer role has evolved significantly in recent years, becoming more an adviser and a strategic partner to  
chief executives than someone who keeps track of the numbers. In fact, 88 percent of CFOs recently surveyed reported that 
chief executives expect them to be more active participants in shaping organizational strategy. Half the CFOs also indicated  
that chief executives counted on them to challenge the company’s strategic decisions.

 That’s a vital responsibility. There’s no doubt that every successful company in Los Angeles owes a tremendous debt of gratitude  
to the CFOs of their respective organizations. Each plays a key role, not only in the success of their companies, but in the financial 
success of the entire Los Angeles community of business. 

 The Los Angeles Business Journal CFO Awards’ special post-event recap celebrates the efforts and achievements of these  
often-unsung corporate heroes. This issue pays tribute to – and shines a much-deserved spotlight on – the finalists and winners we 
celebrated at our 2018 CFO Awards reception on Monday, September 24 at the L.A. Grand Hotel Downtown. We hope you enjoy  
this special section, which contains some insights on what exactly it means to be a corporate financial steward in today’s business climate. 
And again, congratulations to all the great CFOs in Los Angeles who contribute tirelessly to the bottom line of your businesses, and, 
ultimately, our business community as a whole.

Best regards, 

Anna Magzanyan
Publisher & CEO

Griffin Capital
H E L P I N G  Y O U  A C H I E V E  M O R E  W I T H 
A LT E R N AT I V E  I N V E S T M E N T S

www.griffincapital.com
©2018 Griffin Capital Company, LLC

Congratulations to Joseph Miller, 
CFO of Griffin Capital. 

Griffin Capital is proud to be a sponsor of the 
12th Annual Los Angeles Business Journal CFO Awards.

2018 CFO 
Awards Finalist
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RSM US LLP is the U.S. member firm of RSM International, a global network of independent audit, tax and consulting firms. Visit rsmus.com/aboutus for more information regarding RSM US LLP and RSM International.

We’re up to  
speed, so you  
can go full speed.

SEE CHALLENGES BEFORE THEY’RE CHALLENGING. 

To make confident decisions about the future, middle 
market leaders need a different kind of advisor. 
One who starts by understanding where you want 
to go and then brings the ideas and insights of an 
experienced global team to help get you there.  

Experience the power of being understood.  
Experience RSM.

rsmus.com 
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WINNERS
PUBLIC COMPANY CFO OF THE YEAR 

 
ALEX KO
BANK OF HOPE

O
n July 29, 2016, BBCN Bank and Wilshire Bank completed a transformational merger 
and embarked on a new course of history as Bank of Hope, the first and only super 
regional Korean-American bank in the United States. Based in Los Angeles, Bank 
of Hope stands proud as the third largest Asian-American bank in the nation. As 

Executive Vice President and Chief Financial Officer of the former Wilshire Bank, Alex 
Ko, who now serves as Executive Vice President and Chief Financial Officer for Bank of 
Hope, has played a critical role as part of the executive management team responsible for 
the merger preparation and the successful completion and integration of Bank of Hope. 

With the merger, Bank of Hope crossed the $10 billion threshold for financial 
institutions, which consequently resulted in significantly increased regulatory and risk 
management requirements. Ko was immediately challenged with combining two finance/
accounting teams into one cohesive unit, while concurrently building new teams in light 
of the additional Dodd-Frank stress testing requirements of financial institutions with 
total assets in excess $10 billion. In addition to being responsible for accounting, treasury, 
investments, financial reporting, investor relations, SOX compliance, loan accounting, 
and financial planning and strategy, Ko had the added responsibilities to oversee new data 
analytics and tax planning teams. He has regularly scheduled meetings with his managers 
to communicate the progress with various projects that are underway. Not only has this 
practice contributed to a collaborative work culture between his various teams, but it has 
also provided a forum to regularly reiterate the commitment to the bank’s financial best 
practices and accounting standards. 

Moreover, as Chief Financial Officer, Ko’s judgment and insight have been core to 
shaping the strategic direction of Bank of Hope as the Company strived to achieve new 
levels of growth. 
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PRIVATE COMPANY CFO OF THE YEAR (LARGE COMPANY)

 
MARIA CARLSON
Pankow Builders

M
aria Carlson, Chief Financial Officer, is a 13-year Pankow Builders veteran. Since joining 
the company in 2006, she has served as Corporate Controller and as CFO. She directs 
the company’s finance, accounting, tax planning and information technology functions.  
Carlson holds a B.S. in Accountancy from California State University - Northridge and is 

an active CPA. She is a certified Professional Coach and is instrumental in shaping the leadership 
development programs at Pankow. Carlson was the first female executive and general partner at 
Pankow.  In the first year as CFO, She was tasked with overseeing a 35% growth in revenue and an 
18% growth in head count and she succeeded in both. 

Today, Carlson goes above and beyond her role as CFO in that she contributes in a tremendously 
beneficial way to company culture. She uses her voice and perspective to positively influence the 
company’s culture.  In a room full of people who are looking for results, Carlson is the one who is 
looking for the result in addition to the impact it has on Pankow’s people.  Her unique background 
and experience represents a different group of people, and diversifies the thought process to enhance 
Pankow’s perspective. She empowers others by being a safe, non-judgmental partner who does not 
seek blame, but looks for possibilities. 

Carlson has helped others grow and achieve something that they had never thought possible. 
She dedicates her time to mentoring others to support a new culture of learning and development 
at Pankow.  She led the formation of Pankow’s mentorship that supports individuals of different 
specialties with personal growth opportunities.  Her leadership in the emerging leaders program and 
teaming workshops fuels Pankow’s development culture.  Intentional efforts over years of one-on-
one mentoring and development support in addition to conversations and consensus building with 
the operational leaders has led to an integration of accounting personnel into the process.  

WINNERS

*Percentage based on SoCalGas’ 2017 program results. Rebate amounts vary and are based on estimated therms saved annually, and 
limited, by the total install cost of the solar system.
This program is funded by California utility customers and administered by SoCalGas under the auspices of the California Public Utilities 
Commission. Program funds, including any funds utilized for rebates or incentives, will be allocated on a first-come, first-served basis 
until the earlier of the depletion of such funds or December 31, 2018. This program may be modified or terminated without prior notice. 
The selection, purchase, and ownership of goods and/or services are the sole responsibility of customer. SoCalGas makes no warranty, 
whether express or implied, including the warranty of merchantability or fitness for a purpose, of goods or services selected by 
customer. Customers who choose to participate in this program are not obligated to purchase any additional goods or services offered 
by contractor or any other third party. SoCalGas does not endorse, qualify, or guarantee the work of any contractor or other third party. 
Consult your tax professional for specific details of federal tax credits and location incentives for solar water heating. Eligibility require-
ments apply; see the program conditions for details. 
© 2018 Southern California Gas Company. Trademarks are property of their respective owners.  All rights reserved.

BRING THE STRENGTH OF THE SUN
INTO YOUR BUSINESS

Join businesses throughout California that are improving their 
bottom line with Solar Water Heating. 

•  Receive rebates that cover up to 80%* of the system’s cost.
•  The system works with your existing natural gas water  
    heater to warm your water in a reliable way.
•  It can help make your business more sustainable
   and ecofriendly.

For more information, visit  

socalgas.com/solar

BOTTOM LINE – IT’S GOOD 
FOR YOUR BUSINESS

SOLAR WATER HEATING

25-56_CFO_awards_supp.indd   30 9/27/18   3:44 PM



OCTOBER 1, 2018  CUSTOM CONTENT - LOS ANGELES BUSINESS JOURNAL   31   

Congrats to all the  
winners at this year’s LABJ 

CFO of the Year Awards!

!"#$%&'(%#)*+,$"-.$$
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WINNERS
RSM MIDDLE MARKET AWARD

 
WENDY MORGAN
Cacique Inc.

O
ver the past eight years, Wendy Morgan has overseen all of accounting and finance for the 
largest Hispanic cheese manufacturer in the United States.  Cacique produces high quality 
cheese, cream, chorizo and yogurt products and distributes product nationally through a 
combined network of distributors, their own direct-store delivery system and warehouses.  

Morgan has utilized her extensive experience in the food manufacturing and distribution industry to 
implement best practices at Cacique and has contributed in so many ways to their continual growth 
and success.  

Morgan introduced and implemented the first company-wide budget system to streamline 
the budget management process.  The system she selected includes work flow management, 
allowing managers to prepare their own annual budgets, monitor their monthly progress and adjust 
accordingly.  Furthermore, she led the effort to improve and standardize Cacique’s monthly closing 
process resulting in more accurate and timely financial statements, which Cacique uses to make 
immediate strategic decisions.  This is crucial in a business that purchases ingredients with broad 
price fluctuations.  Morgan and her team also successfully shifted Cacique’s year-end to December 
31, which ultimately reduced the reconciliation and reporting workload for her staff and aligned the 
company’s timeline with its strategic goals.

Morgan has dedicated herself to analyzing key business data to improve profitability and reduce 
risk.  Through her analysis, Cacique has been able to properly assess product costs and categorize 
products by profitability, which has resulted in a 10% reduction in SKUs for unprofitable products.  
This product information also allows the sales team to focus efforts on specific high margin product 
targets resulting in higher profitability.  Morgan also constructed a commodity risk program to 
reduce cost volatility for the largest component in their cost of goods, thus reducing risk and 
allowing for strategic buying and consumption. 

25-56_CFO_awards_supp.indd   32 9/27/18   3:44 PM



OCTOBER 1, 2018  LOS ANGELES BUSINESS JOURNAL   33   

CSUN’s David Nazarian College of Business and Economics 
is dedicated to educating a diverse student population to 
achieve career success and be a force for a better future.

CSUN.EDU/BUSECON
(818) 677-2455
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WINNERS

Congratulations, Darlington Ahaiwe!
Your work every day ensures that youth of Los Angeles realize their

star potential.  
 

It is fitting that you are a Rising Star nominee for the 2018  
Los Angeles Business Journal CFO of the year awards.

www.woodcraftrangers.org 

Congratulations, Darlington Ahaiwe!

PRIVATE COMPANY CFO OF THE YEAR (SMALL COMPANY)

 
DEANNA FARNELL
Gelt, Inc.

D
eanna Farnell, CPA, is the Chief Financial Officer/HR Director with the Gelt Family of 
Companies. These companies are rapidly growing and over the past two years that Farnell has 
been with Gelt, she has become an integral part of the impressive growth of Gelt, Inc., which 
currently manages close to $1.3 billion in assets, as well as the other four companies she has 

been responsible for and assists with one non-profit foundation, The Gelt Foundation. 
With an impressive career that spans over 25 years, Farnell brings to the Gelt Family of 

Companies broad experience in all aspects of accounting, budgeting and forecasting, audit, IPO, 
treasury, investor relations and financial management as well as direct experience with real 
estate, local government, non-profits, Fortune 500 public accounting, manufacturing, and private 
industry. She also offers a very rare combination of accounting/finance background and information 
technology and has been instrumental in the successful implementation of several ERP systems, 
investor platforms, expense tracking and various other systems. She has the proven ability to 
integrate information in any capacity that makes the process more efficient and effective. 

Farnell is a go-getter and has been a perpetual student in that she never stops learning. Her 
colleagues report that she is smart, driven, strategic, and has a big heart.  Over the past years she has 
not only run her own business, turned around many other businesses in need of getting on track, 
built controls and an infrastructure for these businesses to operate and grow, but she has also been 
sought after by many organizations for speaking engagements and is always being pursued to go work 
for other organizations.  In fact, Gelt, Inc. sought her out and heavily recruited her as they saw what 
she would be able to do for their business. 
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calcpa.org/join

Thinkingahead.Makingithappen.

Is Your CPA 
a CalCPA Member? 
CPAs can help protect your money in today’s 
tough economy, helping companies grow and 
families rebuild fi nancial security. CalCPA members 
are California’s leading business and fi nance 
professionals who stay on top of the accounting 
profession’s latest best practices, trends and 
regulations. Make sure your CPA is a member of the 
California Society of CPAs.

Behind all the numbers,
people are the bottom line.

CalCPA Members. Trusted. 
At the heart of sound decision making.

calcpa.org
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NON-PROFIT CFO OF THE YEAR

 
GEORGE DISALVO
Kaiser Foundation Health Plan, Inc. 

T
hroughout his 16-year career as Chief Financial Officer for the Southern California Region 
of Kaiser Foundation Health Plan and Hospitals, Senior Vice President George Disalvo’s 
leadership has resulted in numerous contributions to improve the financial efficiency of Kaiser 
Permanente’s operations and strengthened its ability to provide high-quality and affordable 

health care to its growing Health Plan membership as well as to improve the health of the 
communities it serves. 

Disalvo is a self-motivated and determined leader who constantly seeks opportunities to initiate 
improvements to maximize efficiencies that result in cost savings in the care and services provided 
by Kaiser Permanente. He is an agile learner with a discerning eye for detail that allows him to 
quickly make connections between innovative technologies and process improvements resulting in 
positively changed work flows. He seeks to develop his staff by placing them in other operational 
areas as well as other finance departments to broaden their knowledge, skills, and abilities through 
new experiences. As he moves quickly and efficiently to improve the organization’s finance 
infrastructure, he also ensures that he establishes new relationships or bolsters existing ones with 
critical clinical and operations leaders to more effectively move the organization forward. His ability 
to build these relationships increases his influence and led to incredible accomplishments. 

Over the last several months, for example, Disalvo has overseen and supported the acquisition 
and finance transition of Washington State-based Group Health to become the new Kaiser 
Permanente Washington Region, following its acquisition. Group Health’s more than 651,000 
members and more than 6,000 employees became part of the largest integrated health system in 
the nation. Kaiser Permanente now serves more than 12.2 million members in eight states and the 
District of Columbia.

WINNERS
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Thompson Coburn provides practical, industry-driven advice to meet the needs of its 

clients in business-critical areas of law – all at a remarkable value.

 Securities  |  Corporate & Compliance |  Mergers & Acquisitions  |  Venture Capital

Real Estate  |  Banking & Commercial Finance   |  Private Equity  |  Business Litigation   

Digital Currency  |  Intellectual Property  |  Cybersecurity  |  Business Succession Planning

ARE YOU READY TO RISE ABOVE THE REST?

thompsoncoburn.com
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RISING STAR CFO OF THE YEAR 

 
DOUG LORENZEN
Talespin

A
s the CFO of Talespin VR/AR, Doug Lorenzen is spearheading the funding and development 
of virtual reality simulations that put employees inside of immersive environments, teaching 
skills in a way that is fun and effective. Lorenzen believes the workday doesn’t have to be stale 
and uninspired. He believes the “Age of Experience” is upon us, and virtual and augmented 

reality technologies will be essential to empower the next generation workforce. 
The market is taking notice, and Lorenzen recently closed a $4 million Series A funding for 

Talespin. Over the past two years, he and his team have grown the company to 52 employees, 
generated several million dollars in profitable revenue, and successfully acquired Sticky Studios out 
of the Netherlands as they guide Fortune 100 companies through the process of working with virtual 
& augmented reality technologies. 

Lorenzen brings a unique mix of capabilities as an entrepreneur and CFO, guiding the initial 
growth stages of several successful startups over the past 10 years. Prior to Talespin, he was the first 
investor, CFO, and Co-founder of www.OpenEnglish.com which has become the world’s #1 online 
ESL school with over 1,000 employees and operations in most of Latin America. Since 2007, Open 
English has raised over $120 million dollars. Additionally, from 2012-2015, Lorenzen successfully 
launched Daily Hope Radio, which is the daily inspirational radio program from Pastor Rick 
Warren, as well as The Daniel Plan, which in partnership with Dr. Oz promotes health and wellness 
throughout the global Christian Church. Together these initiatives have grown considerably and 
reach a monthly audience of several million people. Last year, Lorenzen was invited to be the Vice 
President of the Los Angeles VR/AR Association, and also holds a Venture Partner role at the Seed 
Stage AllMobile Fund, focusing on applied Artificial Intelligence in business tools. 

WINNERS
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Just because your wealth management and business financial needs 
are different doesn’t mean you need different banks to manage them.
When you partner with Union Bank®, you join a single trusted resource
that can deliver customized solutions to address both. So whether 
you’re taking your startup to the next level, managing an established
middle market company or need advice on business succession
planning, choose the right partner to manage all of your financial goals.
Choose Union Bank.

Learn more at unionbank.com

Wealth planning strategies have legal, tax, accounting and other implications. Prior to implementing any wealth planning strategy, clients should consult their legal, tax, accounting 
and other advisers.

Where personal and 
professional meet

©2018 MUFG Union Bank, N.A. All rights reserved. Member FDIC. 
Union Bank is a registered trademark and brand name of MUFG Union Bank, N.A.   unionbank.com

Adam Feit
Los Angeles Market President
Commercial Bank
adam.feit@unionbank.com
(213) 236-4182

Steve Sherline
National Private Wealth Management Executive
The Private Bank
stephen.sherline@unionbank.com
(310) 550-6439
 

LIFETIME ACHIEVEMENT AWARD

 
JOHN KUCH
Xencor Inc.

J
ohn Kuch is a savvy financial executive with more than 30 years of industry experience. He 
has been the driving force behind all of Xencor’s financial operations for 18 years, playing 
a leading role in creating a thriving, publicly held biotechnology company with a current 
market cap over $2 billion. His extensive background includes financial, strategic and 

operational experience in high-profile life science businesses, with a track record of managing 
expansion and improving financial results and cash flows in highly complex, competitive and 
uncertain environments. 

Kuch currently serves as the Senior Vice President and Chief Financial Officer of Xencor, 
having joined the company in 2000. He was instrumental in the growth of Xencor from a 
small private biotechnology company through a successful IPO in 2013, and into a thriving life 
science organization with over 130 employees and over $580 million in capital. Today, Xencor 
is one of the largest publicly held biotech companies in the Los Angeles Area. Kuch’s ability 
to assist Xencor in raising capital and growing the financial organization of the company has 
enabled Xencor to transition itself from being an organization with great science and scientists 
into a company that is currently advancing multiple drug candidates into clinical development, 
drug candidates that have the potential to make a positive impact on patient outcomes. His 
Wall Street experience and financial acumen led to a successful Xencor IPO in 2013 and 
subsequently raised over $500 million in capital secured on the public markets over the years. 
His knowledge of the business led to instrumental roles in business partnerships and deals with 
major pharmaceutical companies including recent deals with Amgen and Novartis.

Prior to joining Xencor, Kuch worked for 15 years in public accounting, most recently as 
a Director at PricewaterhouseCoopers. He has a CPA and received his bachelor’s degree and 
master’s degree in Accounting from the University of Illinois. 

WINNERS
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Clarifying and resolving complex issues is what we 
do. How we do it, is what sets us apart from other 
CPA firms. We  deliver value and provide solutions 
that help our clients achieve their goals.

FOCUS • CLARITY • COMMITMENT

CONGRATULATIONS!

LABJ 2018 CFO OF THE YEAR NOMINEES

CONNECT WITH US AT: 
WWW.HCVT.COM OR 310.566.1900

T A X   |   A U D I T   |   B U S I N E S S  M A N A G E M E N T   |   M E R G E R S  &  A C Q U I S I T I O N S

C A M A R I L L O   |   E N C I N O   |   L O N G  B E A C H   |   L O S  A N G E L E S   |   O R A N G E  C O U N T Y   |   P A S A D E N A  |   W A L N U T  C R E E K

W E S T  L O S  A N G E L E S   |   W E S T L A K E  V I L L A G E   |   F O R T  W O R T H ,  T X   |   P A R K  C I T Y,  U T   |   P H O E N I X ,  A Z
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MATTHEW CLARK
THE CHEESECAKE FACTORY, INC.

As Executive Vice President and Chief 
Financial Officer, Matthew Clark oversees 
the strategy, planning, financial reporting, 

investor relations, payroll, tax, treasury and 
risk management functions at The Cheesecake 
Factory. He is also intimately involved in 
corporate governance and supporting the 
company’s key initiatives, including recently 
leading its minority investment in two external, 
high-growth restaurant brands. Starting with 
The Cheesecake Factory as Vice President of 
Strategy, he then grew into the role of Senior 
Vice President of Finance and Strategy before 
taking over the role of CFO in 2017. Throughout 
his tenure at The Cheesecake Factory, Clark has 
also been involved in the development of the 

company’s international growth and formulation of its capital allocation program, including 
the initiation of a dividend and over $1 billion in share repurchases, as well as leading the 
Enterprise Risk Management process and Project Management Office.  During his over 
twelve years with the Company, he has helped to grow total revenues by over 125% and to 
increase earnings per share by over 250%.   

PETER HOVENIER
BOINGO WIRELESS

Peter Hovenier is the Chief Financial Officer 
at Boingo Wireless, the global leader in 
connectivity. At Boingo, he is responsible 

for overseeing all aspects of finance, accounting, 
legal and administration and has played an 
integral role in the company’s many acquisitions, 
development of the corporate governance in 
compliance with Sarbanes Oxley and more. He 
has been instrumental in catapulting Boingo 
from startup to a wireless industry powerhouse 
with continued year-over-year growth. Hovenier 
has served in the CFO leadership role at Boingo 
since November 2012. Previously, he was the 
company’s Senior Vice President of Finance from 
June 2007-November 2012; and Vice President 
of Finance and Administration from June 2002-

June 2007. Hovenier is an exceptional leader with a proven track record for planning, 
developing, organizing, implementing and evaluating an organization’s fiscal performance. 
His attention to detail, efficiency and effectiveness have been keys to Boingo’s success as a 
company.  

PUBLIC COMPANY CFO OF THE YEAR 

FINALISTS

25-56_CFO_awards_supp.indd   42 9/27/18   3:47 PM



OCTOBER 1, 2018  CUSTOM CONTENT - LOS ANGELES BUSINESS JOURNAL   43   

07-66_labj_fullpages_20181001.indd   43 9/27/18   1:40 PM



44   LOS ANGELES BUSINESS JOURNAL – CUSTOM CONTENT       OCTOBER 1, 2018

FINALISTS

JOSEPH E. MILLER
GRIFFIN CAPITAL COMPANY

Joe Miller, CPA, is the Chief Financial Officer 
and Chief Operating Officer at Griffin 
Capital, a leading alternative investment 

asset firm with roughly $10.45 billion in assets 
under management. Miller is a CPA with 
more than 27 years of real estate experience in 
public accounting and real estate investment 
firms. In his current role at Griffin Capital, 
Miller is responsible for financial operations of 
real-estate portfolios, SEC filings and treasury 
functions. Miller started his six-year tenure 
with PS Business Parks as Vice President and 
Corporate Controller, where he was responsible 
for SEC filings, property level accounting, and 
all financial reporting. Under Miller’s fiscal 
stewardship, the firm manages, sponsors or 

co-sponsors a suite of carefully curated, institutional quality investments solutions to retail 
investors through a community of partners, including independent and insurance broker-
dealers, wirehouses, registered investment advisory firms and the financial advisors who 
work with these enterprises. He has succeeded in several corporate restructurings and has 
been instrumental in significant growth periods during his tenure at Griffin Capital.  

YEARS 
of experience helping thousands of 
businesses and individuals reach
their financial goals. 

EXPERIENCE YOU CAN TRUST

79

KROSTCPAS.COM |ADMIN@KROSTCPAS.COM | (626) 449-4225

ROST
CERTIFIED PUBLIC ACCOUNTANTS & CONSULTANTS SINCE 1939

CONGRATULATIONS TO THE WINNERS:
Non-profit • George DiSalvo • Kaiser Foundation Health Plan, Inc.
Private Large Company • Maria Carlson • Pankow Builders
Middle Market • Wendy Morgan • Cacique Inc.
Private Small Company • Deanna Farnell • Gelt, Inc.
Public Company • Alex Ko • Bank of Hope
Rising Star • Doug Lorenzen • Talespin
Lifetime Achievement • John Kuch • Xencor Inc.

Woodland Hills Office 
21800 Oxnard Blvd. Suite 1040, Woodland Hills, CA 91367

Pasadena Headquarters 
790 E. Colorado Blvd. Suite 600, Pasadena, CA 91101

Valencia Office 
26650 The Old Road, Suite 216, Valencia, CA 91381
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Inside Public Accounting
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Your Success  
is Our Bottom Line
FULL-SERVICE ACCOUNTING & CONSULTING 
 

PRIVATE COMPANY CFO OF THE YEAR (LARGE COMPANY)

MAUREEN BURKE
ACCOUNT CONTROL TECHNOLOGY HOLDINGS, INC.

Maureen Burke was hired as ACTH’s CFO 
in March of last year to professionalize 
finance and accounting operations 

including corporate-subsidiaries financial 
planning, analysis, and reporting.  But, just 
as she started, the company had technically 
defaulted on the terms of its credit facilities 
because of the unexpected loss of a key customer, 
adding urgent new priorities.  During the first 
year of her tenure, Burke achieved a number 
of accomplishments in this unexpectedly 
challenging environment. For example, she 
resolved the default conditions by working 
with a lender consortium that refinanced 
$155 million in corporate borrowings at lower 
borrowing rates – all in 60 days. She also secured 

ACTH participation in the CoreTrust buying consortium, resulting in significant future 
cost-savings for corporate activities such as travel planning, shipping, and IT acquisitions. 
She carved out two business units and created their standalone financial statements, 
and even began ACTH’s first comprehensive, corporate-level cost savings initiative to 
consolidate and leverage buying power across business units, resulting in savings in excess 
of $3 million.  
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Cheers to Peter Hovenier
for being named a 
CFO of the Year finalist.

From your friends and family at Boingo.

2018 LOS ANGELES BUSINESS JOURNAL CFO AWARDS
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FINALISTS

DAVID ISAKSEN
CASESTACK, INC.

David Isaksen is a strategic and tactical 
financial executive with strong leadership 
and consensus building experience.  He has 

been with CaseStack for nearly 14 years. He 
started at the company as its Controller and 
worked his way though several leadership roles 
including Chief Accounting Officer and now 
Chief Financial Officer.  Isaksen specializes in 
developing people, process, and technology 
to tackle challenges and to build platforms for 
long-term success and sustainability.  Isaksen is 
a unique CFO who has balanced the traditional 
CFO functions with a focus towards analytics, 
people management, disruptive technology, 
and other newly forming variables that impact 
C-Suite leaders. Isaksen has built a scalable 

infrastructure that also has the flexibility to foster the continuous development of the 
company’s unique business model that necessitates the development of a CaseStack 
community or ecosystem of trading partners. What has set him apart is an ability to deliver 
strategic, scalable solutions and tactical, iterative tests and programs with various trading 
partners that create the CaseStack ecosystem. 

PETER KIM
KATZKIN LEATHER, INC.

Peter Kim has a rich background spanning 
private equity, management consulting, 
investment banking, and private enterprise. 

He has built on these experiences to lead the 
resurgence of Katzkin Leather, Inc. which he 
joined in 2015 as the Executive Vice President 
and CFO. Katzkin is a private equity backed 
designer and manufacturer of custom automotive 
leather interiors. Along with Katzkin’s CEO, 
Kim has driven the company’s resurgence and 
built the platform for future growth.  Kim 
manages all strategic and operational elements 
of finance.  In addition, he leads cross-functional 
teams across the company in areas ranging from 
product development to direct-to-consumer 
digital marketing.  As an active thought partner 

to the CEO, he has infused the company with new ideas, revamped critical processes, built 
internal capabilities, and brought new rigor to decision making. Kim brings to Katzkin 
his experience gained as a Principal at ClearLight Partners Private Equity where he 
sourced and executed investments and partnered with management teams to develop and 
implement growth strategies. 

RSM MIDDLE MARKET AWARD

®

WWW.HELUNAHEALTH.ORG

@HELUNAHEALTH
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FINALISTS

CHARLIE BORSHEIM
KESLOW CAMERA

Charlie Borsheim joined Keslow Camera in 
January of 2016 as its Chief Financial Officer. 
He is responsible for all of the company’s 

financial functions including accounting, 
treasury, analysis and financial strategy. Under 
his leadership, Keslow Camera has closed its 
first significant business acquisition, expanded 
its operational footprint, and streamlined its 
financial operations/controls. Borsheim brought 
more than 15 years of financial and accounting 
experience to Keslow Camera. Since joining the 
company, he has been instrumental in rebuilding 
Keslow’s finance and accounting departments, 
as well as improving its internal operations 
and control.  Immediately upon his arrival, 
Borsheim led the refinancing and restructure 

of the company’s credit facilities. This improved Keslow’s free cash flow position, thereby 
strengthening its overall financial profile, which in turn enabled Keslow to acquire 
its headquarters location and a satellite office in Atlanta. Borsheim is an exemplary 
professional, and a genuine role model for finance leaders for emerging companies. 

JANG LEE
JOYMODE INC.

Jang Lee is the CFO of Joymode, overseeing 
accounting, finance, planning and investor 
relations.  He joined the company shortly 

after it raised $15 million of Series A equity 
financing from Naspers.  His focus is to help 
the company grow and build efficiency across 
the organization.  Joymode is challenging 
the traditional ownership model and helping 
mitigate waste in the world.  The core concept 
is to loan products that you would normally 
purchase.  Joymode is creating a world where 
“what we do is defined by what we imagine, 
not what we own.”  Prior to Joymode, Lee was 
CFO of Hollar where he oversaw the company’s 
rapid growth in the first year. Now Lee brings 
to Joymode over 20 years of experience building 

and leading finance teams at technology and e-commerce startups. He has had consistent 
success in improving margins, managing growth and increasing operational efficiency and 
has also structured debt facilities for a number of startup companies that has been helped 
with working capital and fueling growth. 

To register to attend, please visit our website, labusinessjournal.com/bizevents

The Los Angeles Business Journal is  
proud to present the 2018 Leaders 
in Law Awards, recognizing in-house 
counsel and leading firm attorneys within 
the Los Angeles business community.

Awards Dinner 
Wednesday, October 17, 2018
Omni Los Angeles Hotel at California Plaza 
6:00pm - 8:30pm

251 S. Olive Street, Los Angeles, CA 90012 

DIAMOND SPONSOR PLATINUM SPONSORS GOLD SPONSOR

American Airlines

2018_LeadersinLaw_Half_REV.indd   2 9/27/18   3:46 PM

PRIVATE COMPANY CFO OF THE YEAR (SMALL COMPANY)
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Green Hasson & Janks LLP. All rights reserved. A member of HLB International, a worldwide network of independent accounting firms and business advisors.

Congratulations
to all the incredible CFOs 
celebrated at this year’s 
LABJ CFO of the Year Awards.

Thank you for your hard work
and dedication to the profession. 
You inspire us every day to be 
stronger leaders.

At Green Hasson Janks, we are passionate 
about helping our clients, and our people, 
#BeMore by focusing on building thriving 
businesses and creating a better future.

Partnering with our clients’ forward-thinking 
CFOs inspire us every day to deliver 
innovative solutions and create a path to 
ongoing success. 

GreenHassonJanks.com  |  310.873.1600

Let us help you #BeMore

A CFO has historically been
envisioned as ‘the chief numbers 
person.’ But that role has expanded 
into areas not even imaginable ten 
years ago. 

Now CFOs have a critical strategic 
role as the collector and interpreter
of data from across the company, 
which means they must touch all 
aspects of the business — with skills 
that represent modern needs and 
reflect their company’s complexity 
and industry.

Anant Patel
Partner, Green Hasson Janks
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FINALISTS

BRIAN GIESELER
HELUNA HEALTH

Brian Gieseler stepped into the CFO role at 
Heluna Health at a pivotal time and quickly 
made a substantial positive impact on the 

organization.  Before he joined Heluna Health, 
the accounting, finance and IT team was often 
working overtime and experiencing significantly 
high turnover. Gieseler made operational 
improvements including standardized month 
end closing processes, improved IT systems, 
a focus on collections and most importantly, 
he invested time and energy in training 
and mentoring his staff and empowering his 
managers.  He worked closely with the CEO and 
senior leadership to change the work culture 
and improve customer service. He provided 
staff with training to develop new skills and 

gain experience, which then led to improved workflows and efficiency. Collections have 
now improved by 92%, the bad debt reserve is dramatically reduced, billing and revenue 
recognition is a streamlined process, excessive overtime has been eliminated, attrition is 
at normal levels and morale is high. Customer service has improved and accounting, in 
particular, received their highest ever ranking in customer satisfaction this year.

NON-PROFIT CFO OF THE YEAR

Congratulations to all the nominees
of the 2018 Los Angeles Business Journal

CFO Awards!

Joseph Pacis
Commercial Loan Officer

100 Oceangate, Suite 525
Long Beach, CA 90802 

(562) 951-5101 
joe.pacis@fbol.com

Karen Brown 
Commercial Loan Officer 

21757 Erwin Street
Woodland Hills CA 91367

(818) 226-3233 
Karen.Brown@fbol.com

FIRST BANK WISDOM:

The most rewarding investment of
all is a relationship. 

FIRST BANK WISDOM:FIRST BANK WISDOM:
®

Let’s talk about ours.Let’s talk about ours.Let’s talk about ours.

C O N G R AT U L AT I O N S
T O  A L L  O F  T H E  2018 C F O  O F  T H E  Y E A R 

D I S T I N G U I S H E D  N O M I N E E S .

 We at Pankow Builders appreciate Maria for her 
people-centr ic leadership. 

M A R I A  C A R L S O N
V I C E  P R E S I D E N T 

&
C H I E F  F I N A N C I A L  O F F I C E R

PA N KO W. C O MFol low us  to  learn more!

MARGARET W. “PEGGY” MINNICH
THE CALIFORNIA WELLNESS FOUNDATION

Peggy Minnich joined The California 
Wellness Foundation in 1992 as Controller/
Director of Finance. At the time she was 

literally one of the first staff hires by the 
Foundation’s first CEO. During the Foundation’s 
early days, the controller role was critical 
in navigating the conversion foundation 
process. She and a small team of staff and 
Board facilitated the complex handover of 
(the then converting to a for-profit) Health 
Net’s assets to the Foundation, and created a 
foundation dedicated to improving the health 
of Californians. By 1994, the Foundation’s assets 
had grown to nearly $800 million. Minnich 
was promoted to Vice President of Finance 
in 2002. At that time, she had developed the 

finance department into a finely honed machine. She was promoted to Chief Operations 
and Finance officer in 2015. In this role, she oversees all finance, information technology, 
grants management and administrative activities at Cal Wellness. She is responsible for 
the day-to-day operation of the Foundation, and, working closely with the CEO Judy Belk, 
helps develop and implement Cal Wellness’ vision and strategies.
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FINALISTS

JEANELLE ARIAS
EUREKA! RESTAURANT GROUP

Jeanelle Arias joined Eureka! Restaurant 
Group in 2013, with more than 10 years 
of accounting and financial management 

experience. Since her arrival at Eureka!, 
Arias has been one of the critical contributors 
supporting the company’s growth. Leveraging 
her internal operational experience, she 
streamlined the company’s financial structure 
and built a banking infrastructure that can 
support the company’s growth strategy.  
Additionally, she was responsible for bringing all 
aspects of accounting in house, which included 
building a team, setting up back office systems 
and bringing Eureka! into GAAP compliance. 
During her tenure, Arias was also instrumental 
in the company’s expansion strategy and 

opening 13 additional stores. As the footprint grew, the company needed to improve their 
grasp on cost of goods and inventory reporting. Arias implemented a system to provide 
better visibility to the company’s inventory tracking and make faster changes. In 2015, 
the company received its first outside investor capital, from private-equity firm KarpReilly 
LLC.  Arias played a critical role during the due diligence and post-transaction processes. 

SARAH MARIE CAMPBELL
SAPPHOS ENVIRONMENTAL, INC.

Sapphos Environmental, Inc. Chief Financial 
Officer Sarah Marie Campbell has more 
than 13 years of experience in the strategic 

consulting field and ten years of industry 
experience. Her career has been focused on 
consulting and operational analysis, including 
project management, financial analytics, 
development and deployment of strategic 
business initiatives, client planning, and 
platform management. Specializing in business 
intelligence and strategic planning, Campbell 
has applied her skills across several industries, 
including mining and minerals, utilities, and 
fleet management. She has extraordinary 
dedication to increasing her business acumen, 
becoming a Project Management Professional 

and LEAN Six Sigma professional. Campbell has done much to steer the company in its 
recent phenomenal growth. She works primarily in accounting, but also takes an active 
role in Sapphos Environmental, Inc.’s strategic growth, meeting regularly with the firm’s 
senior management and subject matter experts. She has a tremendous knowledge of all 
aspects of the firm’s work and has forged positive working relationships with new and 
existing clients.

RISING STAR CFO OF THE YEAR 

Brett Abbey 
Mob Scene

Darlington Ahaiwe 
Woodcraft Rangers

Phillip Ahn 
B. Riley Financial 

Fernando Almodovar 
Child360

Robert Berman 
CASA of Los Angeles

Melissa Berninger 
Allied International

Steven Binder 
MannKind Corporation

July Bocabeille 
Algenist

Mackenzie Chambers 
Square Root Financial

Adam Chiamulon 
Global Airtech

Dan DeLeon 
The California Endowment

Jeffrey Edell 
Cinedigm

Norman Fujitaki 
Wilbur Curtis Co., Inc.

Mark Funk 
L&R Group of Companies

John Gutierrez 
Golden State Bank

Andrew Kim 
Direct Lending Investments

Jikun Kim 
EMCORE Corporation

Debbie Kirkland 
Velvet by Graham & Spencer 

John Kneisel 
Simulations Plus, Inc.

Natalie Kyriakoudis 
Cordoba Music Group

Bernie La Fianza 
Pennylane Center

Rick Learman 
Elevate Services, Inc.

Jamie Lewin 
Art Lewin Bespoke

Moises Magana 
MedMen

Liam J. McGuinness 
Whittier Trust Company

Steve Meilicke 
Wedgewood Inc.

Frank Moore 
CAA Sports

Mark Nelson 
Beyond Meat

Randy Niemeyer 
The Veggie Grill

Marie Nissen 
P2S Inc.

Mark Partin 
BlackLine

Elaine Paul 
Hulu

Whit Richards 
Fullscreen Inc.

Laura Azzalina Rigali 
Illuminate CEO / CFO 

Brett Robinson 
Picture Head

Dan Roleder 
Union Rescue Mission

Phil Schraeder 
GumGum

Tyler Shepodd 
WESSCO International

Marshall D. Smith 
California Resources Corporation

Piero Stillitano 
Institute for the Redesign of Learning

Ben Stilp 
Los Angeles Area Chamber  

of Commerce

Eugene D. Straub 
Children’s Institute

Jesse Timmermans 
Revolve

Caryn Bookman Wernecke 
Ad.net, Inc 

Angela Yadegar 
Hudson & Marshall 

NOMINEES
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HIT THE TRIFECTA OF EVENT VENUES AT 
SANTA ANITA PARK

Spectacular Spaces  |  Delicious Dining  |  Stunning Setting
Endless possibilities for your special event from casual to elegant, small groups to large, traditional to creative, 

Santa Anita’s sales team can package whatever you dream up to make your event the most incredible experience ever.  

Contact a representative today.

             285 W. Huntington Drive, Arcadia, CA  |  626.574.6400  |  santaanita.com
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How to Prepare Future Financial Stewards for an 
Evolving Marketplace
By DR. CHANDRA SUBRAMANIAM

Last year, Dr. Joseph Aoun, president of 
Northeastern University, referenced the 
coming of a revolution. His book, “Robot 

Proof - Higher Education in the Age of Arti-
ficial Intelligence,” discusses how the world of 
business is changing significantly, especially with 
the increasing presence of technology in today’s 
business activities. 

Just take a look around you, it is clear that 
the future of business is already here – whether 
through autonomous vehicles, big data, 3-D 
printing, virtual and augmented reality and 
other technologies. For example, Tesla recently 
announced the rollout of their Version 9 full, 
self-driving cars in August. While the vehi-
cles still require a driver with their hands on 
the steering wheel, the introduction of a full, 
self-driving vehicle, where a driver is not need-
ed, is inevitable. Consequently, advances like 
this will change how and what is taught in aca-
demic courses related to business models. This 
will include home and residential real estate 
construction, when large parking spaces become 
unnecessary and global supply chain, when 
vehicles can be sent across the nation, coast to 
coast without required rest breaks other than for 
gas or electricity.   

Another example, is the large number of 
accounting, financial and insurance companies 
pursuing blockchain technology. The technol-
ogy can be used to speed up and simplify cross 
border payments, allowing greater trade accura-
cy, and a shorter settlement process. In addition, 

there is the possibility of using smart contracts, 
making commercial transactions automatic 
and improving online identity management, 
where the transaction itself is traceable, but 
not the participant.  While most of the recent 
uses of blockchain have appeared in for-profit 
industries, there is potential for an even greater 
impact in the non-profit world. For example, 
the city of Austin, Texas is piloting a blockchain 
platform for identity services with its homeless 
population, which will improve the ability of 
the city to offer integrated and comprehensive 
aid to marginal populations, including the 
homeless and refugees. Similarly, the Institute 
for the Future  won an award for a paper that 
outlined the use of a blockchain platform to 
create smart health profiles to ensure easy access 
to health services for Medicare patients, while 
maintaining privacy and reducing cost.

The question facing the David Nazarian 
College of Business and Economics and higher 
education, is how to prepare students for this 
evolving marketplace. First, it is important that 
students gain an understanding of data and 
technological literacy early on. While most 
students are digital natives, they need to know 
how to read, analyze, and interpret this constant 
flow of information and to adapt to living and 
working in a constant stream of big data, con-
nectivity and information immediacy.

For the world of tomorrow, students need to 
be robot-proof, which implies that they need 
to think creatively, innovatively and critically. 
Furthermore, students must be collaborative, 
especially across disciplines, and have cultural 

agility to increase global thinking. 
Beyond these efforts, the Nazarian College 

has already held two symposia on blockchain 
and is now in the process of organizing a confer-
ence with the creators and users of technology. 
The Nazarian College has also been named 
as one of the ten inaugural Alexa Innovation 
Foundation Universities. Participation in the 
Alexa project will allow Nazarian entrepre-
neurship students to develop the skills and 
tools to be creative and drive innovation with 
voice-enabled technology.  Opportunities to 
study abroad have also become more attainable 
for students through the Nazarian College subsi-
dizing their travel costs.  

Changes in curriculum and professional 

development are now paramount. According to 
a report published in 2017 by Dell Technologies, 
business is changing so quickly that 85% of the 
jobs that will exist in 2030 haven’t even been 
invented yet. On that note, the ability to gain 
new knowledge will be more valuable than the 
knowledge itself. In other words, beyond teach-
ing standard business curriculum, it is crucial 
that today’s students are prepared for technolog-
ical changes with a lifetime of skills training and 
retraining, in real time.

Dr. Chandra Subramaniam is the dean of the David 
Nazarian College of Business and Economics at 
CSUN. He received his Ph.D.in Accounting from 
the University of Minnesota. 

CFOs Weigh in on Factors Affecting M&A Deals
From strategy to implementation, there is 

significant opportunity to capture more 
value from M&A deals—according to a 

recent survey conducted by Grant Thornton 
LLP. The survey revealed that only 14 percent 
of all respondents feel that deals exceed their 
initial expectations for income or rate of return. 

According to the 2018 Deal Value Curve 
Study, which surveyed more than 400 CEOs, 
managing directors, CFOs and other high-level 
executives, only 37 percent of respondents 
strongly agree that efficient M&A is a well-
understood core competency of their company. 

“With valuations near all-time highs and a 
high degree of competition for deals, it’s more 
important than ever to take a holistic approach 
to diligence—including financial, operational 
and cultural diligence,” said Jim Peko, national 
managing principal of Transaction Services at 
Grant Thornton. “At the end of the day, better 
diligence makes it easier to drive transaction 
value.”

CLARITY FROM THE START
The pressure to grow, availability of capital 

and the constant exposure to “pitched” deals 
make it very easy for companies to fall into a 
frantic, reactive position rather than remaining 
focused and disciplined.

The survey found that thoroughly 
scrutinizing the details of transactions, well 
before the transaction begins and well beyond 

typical tax and earnings due diligence, helps 
highlight the precise drivers of value and leads 
to a much greater chance of success.

However, only 38 percent of respondents 
indicated they have very clearly communicated 
which acquisition targets they should pursue, 
and only 33 percent were very clear on what 
they should be paying.

“We’ve found that if you are proactive in 
your M&A approach, you can achieve higher 
conversion rates and deals turn out better 
across the board. But being proactive starts 
with being clear—that means translating your 
larger corporate strategy into a defined M&A 
strategy,” said Ed Kleinguetl, a Transaction 
Services partner at Grant Thornton.

“The best approach is multi-dimensional, 
encompassing strategic clarity, target focus, 
diligence rigor, process discipline and execution 
accountability,” added Kleinguetl.

STRATEGY WITHIN A STRATEGY
The initial articulation of objectives when it 

comes to deal making is imperative. Still, only 
30 percent of respondents indicated they were 
operating with a clear, well understood M&A 
strategy. The absence of this can inevitably 
cause inefficiencies that appear throughout the 
process, leaking value at every stage.

“We find that when due diligence is broken 
down into specific areas of focus, it becomes 
abundantly clear that operational and cultural 

components of deals are receiving insufficient 
attention,” said Chris Nemeth, a Transaction 
Services principal at Grant Thornton.

While 55 percent of respondents rated 
their performance as strong on meetings 
with top management—and more than 40 
percent described their financial, commercial 
and general operations due diligence as 
strong—those numbers dropped precipitously 
around suppliers (15 percent), safety and 
environmental concerns (18 percent), HR 
(22 percent), IT (19 percent) and culture (23 
percent). 

“It’s clear there’s a real opportunity to help 
companies improve the return on their M&A 
investments,” added Nemeth. “Given the 
magnitude of the M&A market—as well as 
the great importance of the typical transaction 
for a given company—the potential risks and 
rewards are significant.”

Interestingly, only 27 percent believed their 
tax due diligence, planning and structuring 
were strong, which suggests that the recent tax 
reforms have yet to be confidently interpreted.

MAKING SURPRISES LESS SURPRISING
Since mergers combine two complex 

systems into one even more complex system, 
they inevitably present surprises. The sooner 
decision makers anticipate these surprises, the 
better they can manage them and preserve 
value for all involved. 

When asked if they had “been good at 
avoiding/managing unexpected, post-close 
surprises,” a sheer 18 percent of respondents 
strongly agreed. Similarly, 17 percent described 
their efforts at executing a seamless people and 
culture transition as strong. These transitions 
are crucial because of the role cultural 
misalignment plays in deals underperforming 
expectations. 

The survey findings ultimately confirmed 
that the tremendous volume of M&A deal-
making has highlighted the value of taking an 
early and holistic approach to M&A execution. 
Quality execution delivers a wide range of 
benefits, including financial, operational, 
commercial and cultural success. 

Peko concluded by saying that “the 
hard work of deal execution should be 
rigorously studied and improved to ensure the 
achievement of the underlying investment 
thesis and to drive shareholder value.” 

Founded in Chicago in 1924, Grant Thornton 
LLP (Grant Thornton) is the U.S. member firm 
of Grant Thornton International Ltd, one of the 
world’s leading organizations of independent audit, 
tax and advisory firms. Grant Thornton, which 
has revenues in excess of $1.7 billion and operates 
59 offices, works with a broad range of dynamic 
publicly and privately held companies, government 
agencies, financial institutions, and civic and 
religious organizations. 
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Businesses can’t do much to control the rising trade tensions 
between the United States and China, but they can take action  
on a microeconomic level. The recent escalation of tariffs serves  
as an opportunity to explore new options, and perhaps uncover 
more profitable ventures than what existing relationships with 
China provide. 

Certainly the escalating trade situation is now having an effect 
on Los Angeles and beyond. Many U.S.-based manufacturers and 
consumer goods companies have lowered earnings guidance for the 
year, in part due to the rising commodity and input costs. Exporters 
selling to China have also faced higher tariffs in their markets. 

It’s hard to underestimate the potential impact on the economy. 
North America’s largest port complex, the Ports of Los Angeles and 
Long Beach, handled in 2017 a combined 16.9 million twenty-foot 
equivalent units (TEUs)—a standard measurement used by the 
maritime industry—representing a 7% increase over the year before. 
The port is the largest in North America and its commerce generates 
one in nine jobs in the five-county Southern California region. 

Yet given the resiliency of businesses, the tariff impact presents 
opportunities, which will come out of contingency planning. In 
this new environment, it’s not just a matter of developing a Plan B, 
but also a Plan C, given that relations with one country can change 
overnight. Creating various options in an unpredictable political 
environment is key to prospering in the long run. 

Markets such as India, Malaysia, Indonesia, Mexico, Latin 
America, and South America are all thriving possibilities. So are 
recent stops on a summer tour by Mayor Eric Garcetti: Japan, 
South Korea, Hong Kong and Vietnam. 

Yet buyer beware. Going it alone in these markets can be 
challenging and costly if companies get it wrong. At a minimum, 
it can involve higher expenses due to a lack of understanding 
how a particular currency trades. On a bigger scale, companies 
contemplating building a factory in an emerging market adds a 
whole other level of complexity. 

Currency considerations

At a basic level, businesses should treat a move away from China 
as a chance to closely examine how they deal with currencies in 
the first place. Many U.S. businesses make the mistake of being 
too U.S. dollar-centric, where they demand paying in dollars or 
buying in dollars. 

For example, for a U.S. importer, the dollar can legitimately be the 
way to go, but simply requiring dollar pricing means it could be 
facing potentially high—and unnecessary—hidden costs that the 
supplier uses to hedge the currency. This risk can be eliminated 
by asking for prices in the supplier’s local currency and U.S. dollar. 
Doing so will give you transparency, allowing you to determine—
using the current exchange rate—which currency to use for 
payment. You can easily hedge the currency risk by using forward 
contracts to lock in today’s price in the foreign currency for a 
payment at a later date. Working in two currencies can sometimes 
significantly reduce the cost of goods for the product being made 
or bought. 

Volatility is another factor. Each currency comes with its 
own risks, and volatility relates to myriad factors, such as 
macroeconomic trends, political factors and exchange controls. 
For example, the Mexican peso is certainly a good value when 
compared with the U.S. dollar. Yet the peso, and some other 
emerging market currencies are free-floating—and more volatile. 
The Chinese renminbi, by contrast, operates with currency 
controls in place to limit unwanted volatility. So going with the 
Mexican peso could heighten risk: the currency fell 60% against 
the dollar from July 2014 to January 2017. That compared with a 
12% drop for the Chinese renminbi over the same period. 

So while the tariff conflict with China might be far from over, 
there are choices for importers and exporters. Bankers can help 
you navigate the new terrain, and connect you with market-entry 
specialists if needed. Those businesses that take the time to study 
new markets could end up gaining a critical competitive edge 
going forward.

Los Angeles and the Tariff Clash with China

End of the road  
or new opportunity?
Gene Dunford, SVP
Corporate Banking, Senior Managing Director, Los Angeles
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Survey: Firms Slow to Adopt Fintech;  
Tax Reform Boosts CFO Optimism
Despite expected growth in the use of 

financial technologies such as blockchain, 
many American firms say they don’t expect 

it to disrupt their business models while those 
who do are slow to respond.

Also, more than 40 percent of U.S. 
companies say they plan to boost wages and 38 
percent will increase hiring in 2018 because 
of recent tax reform, according to results of 
the Duke University “CFO Global Business 
Outlook” survey.

The survey’s CFO Optimism Index - now at 
an all-time high -- is an accurate predictor of 
hiring plans and overall GDP growth.

The survey has been conducted for 88 
consecutive quarters and spans the globe, 
making it the world’s longest-running and 
most comprehensive research on senior finance 
executives. The survey ended March 2. Results 
are for the U.S. unless stated otherwise.

CORPORATE AMERICA SLOW TO RESPOND 
TO FINTECH

Many CFOs say innovations such 
as cryptocurrencies and the blockchain 
technology that underpins them will not affect 
their businesses. Among those who do see 
disruption ahead, few are responding quickly.

Blockchain is widely expected to modify 
many business models over the next decade as 
a means of verifying ownership and allowing 
secure and nearly instant transactions with 
low fees. But 78 percent of U.S. CFOs say 
they don’t expect to be affected -- or aren’t 
sure how they’ll be affected -- by blockchain. 
Seventeen percent say their firms will be 
affected but haven’t yet adapted their business 
model in response. Another 4 percent say they 
are working to adopt blockchain, and just one 
percent say they have already adopted the 
technology.

Only 3 percent of CFOs say they understand 
blockchain.

“The U.S. needs to wake up in the fintech 
space,” said Cam Harvey, a founding director 
of the survey, who teaches a blockchain 
innovation course at Duke’s Fuqua School of 
Business. “China is doing nearly $10 trillion 
in mobile payments, while the U.S. is barely 
over $100 billion. Most of the big innovations 
over the past 25 years have originated in the 
U.S., but this time is different. There is a lot at 
stake and, right now, it looks like China will be 
eating our lunch.”

More CFOs say they have at least a good 
understanding of big data (53 percent), 
advanced analytics (52 percent) and artificial 
intelligence (48 percent).

Twenty-seven percent of firms say they have 
already reduced their finance workforce or will 
within five years because of fintech advances. 
However, more than 70 percent of firms say 
they do not expect to cut finance employees 
because of finance technology, or “fintech.”

“Finance back-office jobs are low-hanging 
fruit for the fintech disruption,” Harvey said. 
“It’s logical to expect that 70 percent of firms 
will cut finance employees, not the other way 
around.”

Nearly 20 percent European CFOs say they 
understand blockchain technology well, up 
from only 8 percent who said they did two years 
ago. Thirty-seven percent say they are working 
on or already conducting big data analysis, 
about the same as two years ago.

LARGE EFFECTS FROM TAX REFORM
Sixty-six percent of U.S. CFOs say corporate 

tax reform is helping their companies, with 36 
percent saying the overall benefit is medium or 
large.

“Some benefits of tax reform are already 
being felt, while others will unfold over the 
next several years,” said John Graham, a 
finance professor at Fuqua and director of the 
survey. “Among other things, U.S. companies 
say tax reform will lead to greater profitability, 
investment, hiring and wages.”

Forty-four percent of U.S. companies plan 
to increase wages more than they would have 
without tax reform. Thirty-eight percent plan 
to increase employment and 36 percent will 
increase domestic investment. Thirty-one 
percent will increase cash holdings. Among 
companies with defined benefit pensions, 28 
percent will increase pension contributions.

Among companies that plan to increase 
investment, 53 percent say the reduced 
corporate income tax rate is the reason why. 
Another 44 percent indicate immediate 
expensing of investment will fuel investment. 
The immediate expensing of investment only 
lasts for five years, however, and 37 percent of 
companies indicate they will shift investment 
so it will occur within the next five years, 
hence a portion of the increased investment is 
“borrowing from the future.”

Due to tax reform, the effective (or average) 
tax rate for U.S. companies is expected to fall 
by about 5 percent, from 24 percent to 18.8 
percent.

The lower U.S. tax rate increases the after-
tax return to investment, making the U.S. a 
more attractive place for foreign companies to 
invest. About half of Canadian, Latin American 
and Asian CFOs say that the reduced U.S. 
corporate income tax rate makes the U.S. a 
more attractive place to do business.

OPTIMISM REMAINS AT RECORD LEVELS
The Optimism Index in the U.S. increased 

to 71 on a 100-point scale this quarter, an all-
time high.

“The extremely high level of business 

optimism is tied to the recently passed corporate 
tax reform,” Graham said. “Our analysis of past 
results shows the CFO Optimism Index is an 
accurate predictor of future economic growth 
and hiring, therefore 2018 looks to be a very 
promising year.”

Optimism is up around the world, 
anticipating strong global economic conditions.

TIGHT LABOR MARKET, TOP CONCERNS
The proportion of firms indicating they are 

having difficulty hiring and retaining qualified 
employees remains at a two-decade high, with 
45 percent of CFOs calling it a top concern, up 
from 43 percent last quarter. The median U.S. 
firm says it plans to increase employment by a 
median 3 percent in 2018.

“The tight labor market continues to put 
upward pressure on wages,” said Chris Schmidt, 
senior editor at CFO Research. “Wage inflation 
is now listed near the top half dozen concerns of 
U.S. CFOs.”

U.S. companies expect to pay higher wages, 
with median wage growth of about 3 percent 
over the next 12 months. Wage growth should 
be strongest in the tech, energy and service/
consulting industries.

After difficulty finding the right employees, 
the next largest concern among U.S. CFOs 
is the cost of benefits, with health care costs 
expected to rise by more than 7 percent next 
year. Concern about government policies, 
regulations and data security are the next biggest 
concerns.

BUSINESS CORRUPTION
Corruption continues to dampen economic 

growth in emerging economics. Eighty-two 
percent of Latin American CFOs say that 
business corruption is a significant or very 
significant problem, as do 75 percent of CFOs 
in Africa and 49 percent in Asia. CFOs believe 
that business corruption limits competition, 
hinders expansion, increases prices and reduces 
quality.

MORE GLOBAL RESULTS
Canadian optimism dropped from 64 to 

59, on a scale of 0 to 100. Capital spending is 
expected to shrink and hiring will be flat in 
2018.

Optimism in Europe remains high at 67 
this quarter. UK CFOs have lower optimism 
at 60\. Capital spending is expected to grow 
at about 5 percent in 2018, and employment 
should remain flat. For the third consecutive 
quarter, and only the third time ever, the top 
concern among European CFOs is attracting 
and retaining qualified employees, followed by 
regulatory requirements, government policies 
and economic uncertainty. More than one-
fourth of European CFOs say the lower U.S. tax 
rate makes the U.S. a more attractive place to 
invest.

Optimism in Asia fell from 66 last quarter 
to 61 this quarter. Economic uncertainty, 
access to capital, difficulty attracting qualified 
employees, low employee morale and currency 
risk are top concerns in the region. Capital 
spending is expected to grow about 10 percent, 
and employment 3 percent, in 2018. Thirteen 
percent of Asian CFOs say they understand 
blockchain technology well, and 36 percent say 
they are working on or already conduct big data 
analysis. Half say the lower U.S. tax rate makes 
it a more attractive place to invest.

Latin American optimism continues to 
rebound in most countries, up to 70 in Mexico, 
69 in Chile and 62 in Brazil. Optimism fell 
to 54 in Peru. Economic uncertainty is the 
top concern among Latin American CFOs, 
with 54 percent of firms listing it as a top four 
concern. Other concerns include weak demand, 
government policies and productivity. Capital 
spending is expected to grow 6 percent and 
employment 3 percent in 2018. One-in-five 
Latin American CFOs say they understand 
blockchain technology well, and 30 percent say 
they are working on or already conduct big data 
analysis.

Business optimism in South Africa jumped 
to 59 this quarter, up from 42 last 
quarter. Nigerian optimism remained relatively 
flat at 62. Median capital spending and median 
employment should each increase by about 
5 percent in 2018. The biggest concerns for 
African CFOs are economic uncertainty, 
governmental policies, currency risk, volatility of 
the political situation and access to capital. Only 
5 percent of African CFOs say they understand 
blockchain technology well, while 35 percent 
say they are working on or already conduct big 
data analysis. One-third say the lower U.S. tax 
rate makes it a more attractive place to invest.

About the survey 
Every quarter Duke CFO Global Business Outlook 
polls approximately 1,000 chief financial officers 
around the world to gauge the prospects of individual 
companies and the economy at large.
This is the 88th consecutive quarter the Duke 
University/CFO Global Business Outlook survey 
has been conducted. The survey generated responses 
from more than 600 CFOs, including nearly 300 
from North America, 63 from Asia, 106 from 
Europe, 86 from Latin America and 47 from 
Africa. The Duke University/CFO Global Business 
Outlook survey polls a wide range of companies 
(public and private, small and large, many 
industries, etc.), with the distribution of responding 
firm characteristics presented in online tables. The 
responses are representative of the population of 
CFOs are surveyed. 
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1 Winner and Gold sponsor Wendy 
Morgan (Cacique Inc.), Diamond 
sponsor Joe Mazza (RSM US LLP)

2 Platinum sponsor Dr. Chandra 
Subramaniam (CSUN, David 
Nazarian College of Business and 
Economics), Anna Magzanyan  
(Los Angeles Business Journal)

3 Finalist Charlie Borsheim  
(Keslow Camera), Dennis McDonald 
(Keslow Camera)

4 Finalist Brian Gieseler  
(Heluna Health)

5 Finalist and Gold sponsor Joseph 
Miller (Griffin Capital Company), 
Craig Larson (Griffin Capital 
Company)

6 Francisco Arias (CBS TV Studios), 
Finalist Jeanelle Arias (Eureka! 
Restaurant Group)

7 Finalist Maureen Burke (Account 
Control Technology Holdings, Inc.)

8 Nominee Norman Fujitaki (Wilbur 
Curtis Company, Inc.)

9 Sherry Lee, Finalist Jang Lee 
(Joymode)

10 Gold sponsor Keith Hamasaki 
(Krost), Finalist Peter Kim (Katzkin 
Leather, Inc.), Winner Doug Lorenzen 
(Talespin)

11 Gold sponsors and nominee 
Darlington Ahaiwe (Woodcraft 
Rangers)

12 Finalist David Isaksen  
(CaseStack, Inc.)

13 Platinum sponsors Amina Cush, 
Faye Leong (Oscar Health)

AT THE EVENT
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