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INTRODUCTION

93%

94%

33%

SAY THEIR 
ORGANIZATION HAS 
BEEN IMPACTED BY 
THE CRISIS

PREDICT THAT THEIR 
COMPANY WILL 
CHANGE THEIR OVERALL 
RISK STRATEGY IN 
PREPARATION FOR 
FUTURE CRISES

CFOs PIVOT THEIR RISK 
STRATEGIES DUE TO COVID-19:

ARE MAKING 
SIGNIFICANT CHANGES 
TO THEIR BUSINESS 
MODELS

In an unstable and volatile economy, CFOs certainly feel the winds of inevitable change 
when it comes to practicing safe trade. In a pre-crisis world, CFO’s worries ranged from cyber 
threats to trade wars that dominated the headlines, to behind-the-scenes details of day-to-
day cash flow and nonpayment protection. Although these worries still ring true for financial 
leaders, COVID-19 has caused other disruptions to 93% of their businesses. 

In the second-annual Euler Hermes “Risky Business” survey, at the end of 2019 we collected 
responses from 250 North American CFOs and their direct reports to understand the main 
concerns of top financial leaders and what makes them think twice when it comes to 
business decisions—which according to the results, is a lot. 

Then, the global health crisis hit and sent shockwaves throughout the world. To learn more about 
financial leaders and their attitudes toward risk during a major crisis, we re-surveyed previous 
respondents to gauge their concerns related to the impact of COVID-19. This report combines 
data from both surveys and offers a snapshot of both pre-crisis and COVID-19 related concerns.

As CFOS struggle to reconfigure their businesses in a way that allows them to stay afloat 
during this unmatched economic downturn, their priorities may have shifted, but their 
previous concerns still remain at the forefront: cash flow protection and achieving growth.

If companies can’t grow and trade on a global scale, the slowdown we are 
seeing in the world economy becomes exacerbated. In a few short months, we 
have seen business leaders restrict credit terms and pause expansion plans. 
This is why it’s important to consider risk mitigation strategies like trade credit 
insurance, which gives companies confidence even in times of crisis.”

– JAMES DALY, PRESIDENT AND CEO OF EULER HERMES AMERICAS

How can businesses adapt to uncertainty, prioritize newfound worries, and prepare 
for growth? You can find out by diving into the results of our survey to analyze the CFO 
perspectives on growth, economic, payment, and political risks.

“
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COVID-19 IS THE HAMMER 
THAT BROKE THROUGH THE 
CRACKS ALREADY FORMING 
IN OUR ECONOMY. 

We have had to make significant cuts to staff/other expenses

We have had major cash-flow disruptions

We have had to significantly shift our business model

We have to borrow from the federal government

We have had to cut down on exports

Our business is at risk of insolvency

COVID-19 has not disrupted my organization

50%

32%

20%

41%

8%

7%

15%

HOW HAS COVID-19 DISRUPTED OPERATIONS?

WORKPLACE SAFETY RISES TO  
TOP CONCERN
COVID-19 halted the already weak economy 
with a surge of disturbances throughout the 
supply chain, resulting in nearly all (93%) of CFOs 
reporting disruption to their businesses. Half 
of CFOs indicate that they have had to make 
significant cuts to staff and other expenses as a 
result of the crisis. 

Two-fifths report having major cash flow 
disruptions, and a third have significantly 
changed their business models. Only 7% report no 
disruptions to their organization. Unfortunately,  
8% of respondents said their business was at risk  
of becoming insolvent. 

COVID-19 DISRUPTIONS



PRE-CRISIS TRENDS

Achieving growth

Cash flow predictability

Change in regulatory environment

Competition

Privacy/data management

Fed policy, interest rate increases and/or inflation

Disruptive technologies (i.e. blockchain, cryptocurrency)

Bank financing

Political uncertainty/policy shifts by current administration

Not getting paid by partners

58%

47%
42%

42%
38%
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53%
34%

32%
32%

2019

2018

28%

25%

21%

19%
17%

13%
14%

16%

18%

18%

48%

ACHIEVING 
GROWTH

CFOs FACED ELEVATED LEVELS OF 
CONCERN EVEN BEFORE COVID-19

Before we were hit with the economic effects of 
the crisis, 2019 still ended in uncertainty, and the 
job of a CFO remained difficult. Between 2018 and 
2019, concerns continued to grow. The top three—
achieving growth, cash flow predictability, and 
change in the regulatory environment—remained 
the same, but with elevated levels of concern.

WHAT WERE THE OVERALL AREAS OF CONCERN?

CASH FLOW
PREDICTABILITY

CHANGE IN 
REGULATORY

ENVIRONMENT

1 2 3

PRE-CRISIS TOP THREE CONCERNS



There are similar themes within these pre-crisis 
concerns that can be organized into three major 
categories: macro-economic factors, disruptive 
forces, and business operations. The macro-
economic environment influenced businesses in 
many ways, such as regulation and inflation rates. 
The other area of concern surrounded disruptive 
forces. These included pre-crisis worries such as 
technology and cryptocurrency upending business 
models, along with privacy and data management 
growing fiercer as the years went on. With the 
various aspects of business operations, CFOs  
mainly worried about growing their companies, 
protecting cash flow, and not receiving payments 
from customers.

Between 2018 and 2019, CFOs grew slightly or 
significantly more concerned about the risks their 
companies face. When they looked ahead into 
2020, an increase was seen with more than half of 
financial leaders stating they were considerably or 
highly concerned for the future. Even in late 2019, 
CFOs indeed felt the instability of the economy and 
recognized the signs of a slowdown.

PRE-CRISIS TRENDS (CONT.)

Achieving growth

Cash flow predictability

Bank financing

Not getting paid by partners

Competition

Privacy/data management

Disruptive technologies (i.e. blockchain, cryptocurrency)

Last 12 months

Next 12 months

Change in regulatory environment

Fed policy, interest rate increases and/or inflation

Political uncertainty/policy shifts by current administration

58%

47%
42%

42%

31%

38%

37%

MACRO-ECONOMIC FACTORS 

DISRUPTIVE FORCES

BUSINESS OPERATIONS

PRE-CRISIS: ATTITUDES TOWARD RISK
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53%
34%

32%

56%

32%

35%

28%

25%

21%

19%

17%

13%

14%
16%

18%

18%

48%

1

2

3

2019

2018

PRE-CRISIS: AREAS OF CONCERN



ECONOMIC CONCERNS
Risky Business: The CFO Perspective on Trade Challenges  | 6

SHORT AND LONG-TERM WORRIES
In the wake of the crisis, CFOs report their top three 
concerns to be workplace safety, supply chain 
disruption, and a lack of predictability around 
regulatory changes and fiscal stimulation. Although 
it’s now prioritized as a top worry, workplace safety 
was not cited by a single participant in the late 
2019 version of the survey as a concern.

Previously, CFOs were mainly concerned with 
the various uncertainties in economic, political, 
and nonpayment risks. Now, understandably, 
workplace safety is the top leading short-term 
concern—with intensive projects involving safety 
and legal precautions weighing heavy on CFOs 
and their direct reports. And even once the initial 
dust has settled, workplace safety is seared into 
long-term worries as well, in addition to the ever-
present concern of achieving growth. 

Along with safety and growth, supply chain 
disruption, trade relations, and IT challenges are 
both short and long-term concerns for financial 
leaders amid the crisis.

THE CRISIS CEMENTED THE 
CONCERNS OF CFOs, WHILE 
ADDING IN MORE SUCH AS 
WORKPLACE SAFETY AND 
TALENT DISRUPTION.

Workplace safety

Regulatory compliance

Fiscal stimulus predictability

Supply chain disruption

Political uncertainty and the 2020 election

Trade relations

Talent disruption

IT challenges

Liquidity preservation

Achieving growth

28%

12%
8%

11%
10%

13%
7%

9%
5%

Short-term

Long-term

7%

7%

7%

4%
5%

7%
3%

20%

8%

6%

22%

WHAT ARE THE SHORT AND LONG-TERM WORRIES?



ECONOMIC CONCERNS (CONT.)

Impact to my company’s growth ambitions

Cash flow/capital liquidity

Not receiving payment for services as other businesses falter

Navigating global tensions

My own business’ health

I am not concerned about a recession

55%

41%

41%
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53%

2%

34%

CONCERNS ABOUT THE RECESSION
As of 2020, we are currently in a recession. In late 
2019, 93% of CFOs and their direct reports were 
at least slightly concerned about an economic 
downturn. Clearly, their concerns were not 
unfounded. Among those who were concerned, 
most worried about not getting paid. More than 
half of the financial leaders surveyed at the end of 
last year were concerned primarily with how the 
economy will impact their company’s growth (55%) 
and cash flow (53%). 41% worried their company 
might not receive payment for services if their 
customers struggled financially.

70%

23%

7%

Slightly

Very

Not at all

55%

FINANCIAL LEADERS 
CONCERNED WITH 
HOW THE ECONOMY 
WOULD IMPACT THEIR 
COMPANIES’ GROWTH 
EVEN BEFORE COVID-19

PRE-CRISIS: 
CONCERNED 
ABOUT THE 
ECONOMY?

PRE-CRISIS: WHAT ARE THE TOP CONCERNS ABOUT THE EFFECTS OF THE RECESSION?



ECONOMIC CONCERNS (CONT.)
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The results illustrate what concerns 
CFOs for 2021, but what does a 
Chief Economist think? 

Dan North, Chief Economist for Euler Hermes North America, weighs in and offers his expert 
insights and commentary on the economic outlook for 2021 and its various implications—
including the unprecedented COVID-19 crisis.

The U.S. economy was devastated by COVID-19 in 2020, suffering shocks from the shutdown 
of Chinese manufacturing, the closure of “non-essential” businesses, and consumer lockdowns. 
Ten years’ worth of job growth was wiped out in just five weeks. A recession started in February 
2020 and Q2 GDP shrunk by -30% q/q annualized. However, the government created massive 
stimulus programs to tide the economy over, and as states started to open back up in May, 
economic data posted record rebounds indicating a strong recovery. Most importantly, the 
labor market started to rapidly recover, gaining 7.5 million jobs in May and June of 2020.

However, since then there have been fewer and fewer job gains every month as many businesses 
closed permanently. In December after more restrictions were imposed by the states to battle 
soaring COVID-19 cases, more businesses had to close, causing a loss in jobs. Overall the 
economy has regained only 56% of all the jobs lost, meaning that there are still 10 million people 
who had a job in February 2020 and are still unemployed as of early 2021. Historically it has 
taken around three years to regain all the jobs lost in a recession, which would be 2023 in this 
case if everything goes right. Unfortunately, COVID-19 cases and deaths are still rising sharply 
and more restrictions may be coming, causing even more harm in the labor market.

In addition to slowing job gains, personal income and personal consumption (which drives 
70% of the economy) have also fallen every month, leading to a decline in consumption in 
November 2020. As a result, Congress passed a new $900 billion stimulus package including 
support for personal income, small business, rent relief, and vaccines. We expect that there will 
be another stimulus package soon under the Biden Administration.

For many businesses though, it will be too late. Although the economy rebounded sharply 
in Q3 and Q4, historically it has taken about six quarters to return to previous GDP levels 
once a recession starts. That’s 2021 or even 2022. The economy has already suffered severe 
permanent business and job losses – there will be more to come. On that basis alone 
we expect a sharp increase in business bankruptcies. But two other factors will increase 
bankruptcies by 36% in 2021 over 2020. First, the percentage of “zombie” companies in the U.S. 
economy has risen from virtually 0% 20 years ago to almost 20% now. Zombie companies have 
taken on too much debt, can only pay back interest, and therefore have no profits – they are 

2021 ECONOMIC OUTLOOK – WHAT’S ON THE HORIZON?

“



ECONOMIC CONCERNS (CONT.)
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As you can see from the results, concerns for the economy are 
palpable—and that was before a global health crisis was 
dominating the livelihoods of CFOs and their direct reports. 

skating on the edge of bankruptcy. Secondly, at the end of February 2021, the subchapter V 
bankruptcy law will turn more creditor friendly, providing an incentive to some small debtors to 
file for bankruptcy before the law changes.

But it’s not hopeless. We did not have a COVID-19 vaccine just a few months ago, and now 
we have three. This is a miracle worth noting. The vaccines were developed in 11 months. 
Typically it takes 5 to 10 years - 36 years later there is still no vaccine for HIV. So it’s hopeful 
but so far the rollout has been very slow. As of the middle of January, only 35% of all the doses 
delivered have actually been administered. There are several reasons: the rollout has only 
been four weeks including Christmas and New Year’s so it’s not a surprise it’s slow; regulations 
were left to the States and they are very cumbersome; there is a lack of staff to give the shots; 
in some States people have to sign up to get the vaccine and this has proved difficult; some 
providers have actually had to leave vaccines on the shelf until all of the priority groups have 
had it. However, the bugs will surely be worked out, and the rate at which doses are being 
administered is rising very, very rapidly. Optimistically we might have herd immunity towards 
the middle of the year, but realistically it could be sometime after that.

In the meantime, several other factors give strong support to our forecast of 3.6% GDP growth 
in 2021 (much better than the 2.3% over the past 10 years). The housing market has been very 
strong and will continue to be so with high demand and record-low supply – people want out 
of the city, and to work at home. The Treasury yield curve is positive, indicating a continued 
recovery for at least three to five quarters, and the index of leading economic indicators 
recently posted its three strongest months ever, strongly suggesting positive conditions for 
the next six to nine months. Business confidence is high and corporate profits have returned 
after the two worst consecutive quarters ever. And if vaccine administration increases sharply, 
COVID-19 comes under control and consumer confidence returns, it could unleash a flood of 
pent-up demand. But if those conditions are not met, the positive outlook is very much at risk.
  

– DAN NORTH, CHIEF ECONOMIST FOR EULER HERMES NORTH AMERICA

2021 ECONOMIC OUTLOOK – WHAT’S ON THE HORIZON? (CONT.)

IN THE MEANTIME, SEVERAL  
OTHER FACTORS GIVE STRONG 

SUPPORT TO OUR FORECAST OF  

3.6% GDP growth in 2021  
(MUCH BETTER THAN 2.3%  
OVER THE PAST 10 YEARS).
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PRE-CRISIS WORRIES ABOUT THE 
POLITICAL CLIMATE

CFOs agreed that the continued escalation and 
breakdown in trade relations globally would 
significantly harm their businesses, but 73% said 
they would feel only a slight impact. Economic 
policy, trade policy, and immigration were the 
biggest pre-crisis election issues for at least three-
fifths of CFOs.

Regarding the November 2020 election, CFOs 
feel the heat from a potential presidential 
administration change and how it could 
potentially affect policies that trickle down to  
their businesses.

The changing political climate poses 
concern for some CFOs, perhaps because 
the outcomes of an election are outside of 
the direct control of business leaders.” 

–  JAMES DALY, PRESIDENT AND CEO  
OF EULER HERMES AMERICAS

Economic policy

Trade policy

Immigration

Electing a new administration

Healthcare

Keeping the same administration in office

62%

62%

60%

35%

21%

19%

73%

20%

7%

Slight impact

Significant harm

No impact

“

PRE-CRISIS: 
EFFECTS

OF
POLITICS

WHAT WERE THE MAIN PRE-CRISIS ELECTION ISSUES?



POLITICAL RISKS (CONT.)
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THE PRE-CRISIS EFFECTS OF TARIFFS

When it comes to administration tariffs and their 
implications, the debate is over the impact on 
economic growth and jobs. Just over a quarter of 
CFOs reported that the Trump administration’s 
tariffs would considerably or significantly affect 
their company, with the impact continuing to 
increase year-over-year. An additional 54% 
believed they would be moderately affected.

Since tariffs can raise the cost of doing business 
within supply chains, the consequences become 
unavoidable. Even if CFOs don’t directly import 
goods, what about their customers?

A supply chain is similar to a row of dominoes. If an 
unfavorable tariff decision is made that impacts 
a CFO’s customer, or that customer’s customer, a 
domino falls and causes a chain reaction.”

– JAMES DALY, PRESIDENT AND CEO OF EULER HERMES AMERICAS

This is why CFOs have been worried; they see every angle of the supply 
chain and how tariffs have a cause-and-effect on all facets of their 
businesses.

They won’t affect my company at all

They will slightly affect my company

They will moderately affect my company

They will considerably affect my company

They will significantly affect my company

1%

5%

17%

54%

22%

2%

9%

26%

44%

17%
2019

2018

99%
CFOS FELT TARIFFS 
WILL AT LEAST 
SLIGHTLY AFFECT 
THEIR COMPANY

“

PRE-CRISIS: HOW MUCH DO TARIFFS AFFECT YOUR COMPANY?



NONPAYMENT AMID COVID-19
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PAYMENT DEFAULTS ARE ON THE RISE

With government-mandated shutdowns, the 
economy has been stuttering in search of missing 
demand. With that, over three-fifths (61%) of CFOs 
report that nonpayment has increased over the 
same time period last year. One-fifth report that 
nonpayment has increased by at least 50% year-
over-year, and 8% of respondents said nonpayment 
has increased by over 100%. A fifth report that 
nonpayment is comparable to last year’s rate, and 
19% report that nonpayment has decreased.

15% of respondents weren’t sure how severely 
nonpayment has increased. This speaks for a 
greater need of close portfolio monitoring and 
trade risk mitigation solutions like trade credit 
insurance. Among the impacts of COVID-19, we are seeing 

increases in Days Sales Outstanding (DSO) and 

unpaid invoices. Many companies previously utilized 

their accounts receivable as a form of collateral 

for financing – a strategy that’s becoming more 

challenging as the crisis evolves.”

– JAMES DALY, PRESIDENT AND CEO OF EULER HERMES AMERICAS

“

HAS COVID-19 CAUSED AN INCREASE IN NONPAYMENT?

IMPACT OF 
NONPAYMENT

Non-payments have increased by at least 10% – 19%

Non-payments have increased by at least 50% – 19%

Non-payments have increased by over 100% – 8%

Non-payments have increased by I’m not sure by how much – 15%

Non-payment instances are comparable to last year’s rate – 20%

Non-payment instances have decreased – 19%

19%

19%

8%15%

20%

19%



CASH FLOW AND PAYMENT RISKS
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PRE-CRISIS CONCERNS AND 
EXPERIENCES OF NONPAYMENT
Even before the COVID-19 crisis, late payment and 
default situations occurred with alarming frequency, 
and with each year, financial leaders face fixing 
the financial health of their companies. 79% of 
CFOs were at least moderately concerned with 
experiencing nonpayment. That’s unsurprising, as 
78% had experienced nonpayment – resulting in  
an average of 19.1 nonpayment event over the  
last three years.  

2018

72%
Experienced  
Nonpayment

2019

78%
Experienced  
Nonpayment

19.1

It is not a concern at all

It is a slight concern

It is a moderate concern

It is a considerable concern

It is a big concern

4%

8%

18%

47%

24%

5%

15%

20%

35%

10%
2019

2018

Average number of nonpayments 
over the last three years

HOW CONCERNING WAS NONPAYMENT BEFORE COVID-19?
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DISRUPTIONS FROM NONPAYMENT
What happened when CFOs encountered unpaid 
invoice problems? Cash flow disruptions (44%), 
fees related to debt collection (40%), and business 
interruption (40%) were the most-cited results from 
nonpayment events.

HOW LONG DID IT TAKE TO GET  
PAID BEFORE COVID-19?
When asked to compare how quickly they received 
customer payments in late 2019 versus a year prior, 
50% of respondents said payment speed remained 
the same. Unfortunately, 27% of CFOs and their direct 
reports say it now takes longer to get paid, while 23% 
said they now receive payments faster than before.

EXCUSES FOR NONPAYMENT
CFOs have heard it all before. From the customer 
not reviewing the invoice to thinking they already 
sent the payment, CFOs reported the top excuses 
for a nonpayment event.

Just over one in four received the late payment 
excuse of an IT, accounting, or bank system issue. 
One in seven heard the “no invoice” and “incorrect 
invoice” while one in ten heard the accounting 
manager or signatory was unavailable to sign or 
approve the payment.

Cash flow disruption impacting operations

Fees related to debt collection or legal action

Business interruption

Poor customer relationships or lost customers

Additional financing sought

Partial or full loss of bad debt reserves

It has greatly decreased

It has somewhat decreased

It has remained the same

It has somewhat increased

It has greatly increased

IT/accounting/bank system issues

No invoice/Incorrect invoice

Accounting department approval/signature

Reviewing invoice

Job not complete/unsatisfied

Can’t pay/need more time/no money

Haven’t had time/forgot

Thought payment had been made

No issue with late payments

Waiting for payment from client

No comment/no answer/none

44%

1%

28%

25%

40%

22%

14%

40%

50%

10%

37%

19%

9%

37%

8%

5%

36%

4%

3%

2%

1%

1%

HOW DID PAYMENT TIME LAST YEAR COMPARE TO THE YEAR PRIOR?

WHAT WERE THE TOP EXCUSES FOR NONPAYMENT?

WHAT HAPPENED WHEN CFOs ENCOUNTERED UNPAID INVOICES?



We plan to increase our reserves to protect against future losses

We plan to be more restrictive with our credit terms

We are exploring risk mitigation products to manage cash flow

My organization is not considering any of the  
above changes to our risk strategy

57%

45%

31%

6%

42%

33%

20%

6%

Slightly 
changing

Moderately 
changing

Significantly 
changing

Not 
changing

LEVEL OF 
IMPACT TO  

OVERALL RISK 
STRATEGY

HOW DO CFOs PLAN TO CHANGE THEIR RISK STATEGIES?

CHANGES TO RISK STRATEGY FOR 
FUTURE CRISES
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PIVOTING RISK STRATEGIES
Many CFOs are struggling to navigate the various 
challenges presented by COVID-19. 94% predict that 
their company will change their overall risk strategy 
to some extent in preparation for future crises. Two-
fifths of CFOs and their direct reports will make slight 
changes to their overall risk strategy, and one-fifth 
will make significant changes.

These changes, however, come with business 
risks. Just under half of CFOs (45%) plan to be 
more restrictive with credit terms extended. 
Unfortunately, as you’ll see on the next page, 
this strategy can be associated with lost business 
opportunities.

It’s critical for companies to prepare for 
every scenario by arming themselves with a 
toolset that will simultaneously mitigate risk 
and pave the way for growth.” 

–  JAMES DALY, PRESIDENT AND CEO  
OF EULER HERMES AMERICAS

“



MITIGATING RISK
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STRICTER PAYMENT TERMS
Over 80% of CFOs and their direct reports 
experienced a loss of business in 2019 from stricter 
payment terms, smaller credit limits, and deposit 
requirements—up significantly from 57% in 2018.

Many CFOs and their direct reports also indicated 
they were holding down limits and taking a 
conservative approach with their payment terms. 
As the data shows, stifling growth due to customer 
concerns hurt 81% of financial leaders and their 
businesses. The average unrealized revenue 
companies experienced due to a conservative risk 
posture was $1.1 million.

PRE-CRISIS: UNREALIZED 
REVENUE FROM RISK 
POSTURE (IN MILLIONS)

MITIGATING NONPAYMENT
The top practices that CFOs utilize for mitigating 
nonpayment included factoring of invoices, trade 
credit insurance, letters of credit, and prepayments 
or deposits from new or risky accounts. Large 
companies were more likely to have a trade credit 
insurance policy while manufacturing companies 
were more likely to maintain a bad debt reserve.

Factoring of Invoices

Trade Credit Insurance

Letters of Credit

Insisting on prepayment/deposits for new/risk buyers

Stricter terms/smaller credit limits on new/risky buyers

Keeping a Bad Debt Reserve

I am not putting in any processes

$5m –$9.9m

$10m –  $24.9m

$25m – $50m

Over $50m

57%

$0.5

54%

$1.3

53%

$1.5

52%

$1.3
$1.1
Average

43%

39%

3%

19%

81%

No

Yes

LOSS OF BUSINESS 
FROM STRICTER 

PAYMENT TERMS?

WHAT WERE THE TOP PRACTICES FOR MITIGATING NONPAYMENT BEFORE COVID-19?



MITIGATING RISK (CONT.)
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OPTIONS FOR CREDIT 
MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES

Various risk mitigating strategies are continuously 
on the minds of CFOs. When weighing the options 
for credit management in a COVID-19 world, which 
one makes the most sense for your company?
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CFOs and their teams can sleep better at night with experts to analyze data-driven, actionable 
insights of their customer relationships. And with cash flow and payment risk mitigation in place, 
CFOs who leverage these insights delivered by the right trade credit insurance solution are 
empowered to confidently grow sales without credit concerns.

In the case of Euler Hermes, for example, our experts analyze propriety risk data from 85 million+ 
companies worldwide to deliver timely predictive insights to businesses trying to make time-
sensitive customer credit decisions. The ability to trade on safe, reliable and open terms often 
becomes a competitive advantage. 

Consider the perspective of one of our clients: “Euler Hermes has helped us extend terms to 
partners that we might have been hesitant about in the past,” said Casey Sheahan, President of 
KEEN, Inc. “And it allowed us to feel better about it and to sleep at night—knowing that we were 
going to get paid.”

Finding opportunities to improve efficiency while navigating risk will only become more crucial to 
CFOs. This is driven by increasing sources of disruption as well as growing pressure to expand sales 
with existing customers, explore new markets, and attract less familiar prospects.

A final, eye-opening finding of the survey was that 
66% of respondents say they only felt somewhat 
up-to-date on current tools for risk management 
while 3% did not feel up-to-date at all. This indicates 
a need to revisit risk management solutions and 
prioritize those that can also act as growth engines. 
Trade credit insurance is a prime example.

Many finance professionals realize that a trade 
credit insurance policy is an effective tool for 
addressing the economic, political, and nonpayment 
concerns covered in this report. However, more 
and more CFOs and other company leaders are 
also discovering that trade credit insurance is a 
transformative business intelligence solution—both 
in terms of establishing more data-driven customer 
credit processes and enabling sales growth.

THE EULER HERMES PERSPECTIVE 
ON TRADE CHALLENGES

Euler Hermes has helped us extend terms to partners 
that we might have been hesitant about in the past,” 
said Casey Sheahan, President of KEEN, Inc. “And 
it allowed us to feel better about it and to sleep at 
night—knowing that we were going to get paid.”

“

PREPARATION AND GROWTH

UP-TO-DATE 
ON CURRENT 

TOOLS FOR RISK 
MANAGEMENT?

66%
Only somewhatNot at all

3%



RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS

$1.1M
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As we learned from the 2019 results, CFOs feared 
uncertainty in achieving growth, the changing 
regulatory environment, and the unpredictability 
of cash flow. They also feared nonpayment, 
because an unpaid invoice can do more than just 
disrupt their cash flow—it can stunt growth.

As a result of COVID-19, CFOs have had to 
face new short-term concerns and long-term 
challenges, along with pivoting their risk strategies 
to prepare for future crises. 

With the ambiguity of the 2020 presidential 
election, trade wars, global pandemics, and tariffs 
weighing on their minds, CFOs have been losing 
sleep at night due to factors both in and outside of 
their control.

OVERCOMING RISK AND 
UNCERTAINTY AMID COVID-19

1

2

3

4

Cash Flow Risks Loom Large

Conservative Risk Posture Can Protect, But At What Cost?

A Climate of Uncertainty: Top Long-Term Concerns

Pivoting Risk Strategies

61%

45%

94%

41%

Report customer 
payment defaults 
have increased over 
the same time frame 
last year

Predict that their company 
will change their overall risk 
strategy in preparation for 
future crises like COVID-19

Are making significant changes 
to their business models

Have experienced
a loss of business 
from stricter 
payment terms

Plan to be more 
restrictive with 
extending credit 
terms in response to 
the recent crisis

Average revenue left on the table in 2019 
as a result of a conservative risk posture

Workplace 
Safety

Achieving 
Growth

Supply Chain 
Disruption

Experienced major cash 
flow disruptions as a 
result of COVID-19

80%

33%

22% 20% 11%
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Euler Hermes is the global leader in trade credit insurance and a recognized specialist in the 
areas of surety, collections, structured credit, and political risk. Our proprietary intelligence 
network analyzes daily changes in corporate solvency, representing 92% of global GDP. 
Headquartered in Paris, Euler Hermes operates in 52 countries. Every year, we protect more than 
$1 trillion in trade transactions for our customers.

We also give you the confidence to trade and be paid. We compensate your company in 
the event of bad debt, and more importantly, we help you avoid bad debt in the first place. 
Whenever we provide trade credit insurance or other finance solutions, our priority is predictive 
protection. So when the unexpected arrives, our AA credit rating means we have the resources, 
backed by Allianz, to provide compensation to maintain your business. 

We help you harness your potential growth, and believe in shared confidence and a positive 
future for all. Together, let’s take control of tomorrow.

The Euler Hermes “Risky Business” survey analyzed a random sample of North American CFOs and their direct reports from 
250 small and medium-sized businesses with revenues of at least $5 million. Quotas were also established to ensure that half 
of the respondents were from small companies (with revenues below $25 million) and that the remainder of the respondents 
were from medium-sized companies (revenues of $25 million or more). Survey responses were collected from October 30 
through November 14, 2019. The team then re-surveyed 120 previous respondents and 130 new CFOs and direct reports with 
a short “pulse” survey in May 2020 to learn how the COVID-19 pandemic had changed their attitudes about risk.

ABOUT EULER HERMES

METHODOLOGY

WE PREDICT TRADE AND CREDIT 
RISK TODAY, SO YOU CAN HAVE 
CONFIDENCE IN TOMORROW.


