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I N T E R V I E W  S E R I E S

Brad Greve is a strong believer in the role of the CFO as an 
enterprise leader and a driver of value creation in a business. 
In this exclusive interview with Criticaleye, the CFO of FTSE 
100 giant BAE Systems talks through the challenges he faced 
coming into the job during the Covid-19 pandemic, nurturing 
high-performing teams and what the future holds
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Unlike many finance leaders with clear 
ambitions to one day secure a Group 

CFO role, Brad Greve’s ascension to the 
position at BAE Systems – the British 
aerospace and defence giant – was by no 
means pre-ordained, in his mind at least.

“I never actually set a course to be CFO 
… things just materialised in that way. 
The way I always saw my career was, 
‘Am I doing things that give me growth 
and development and an adventure?’,” he 
explains. Hailing from a “small town with a 
lot of small town values” in Tulsa, Oklahoma, 
Brad’s appetite for expanding his horizon 
was piqued by an offer to work for a 
multinational energy firm after graduating 
from university college. Within a year, he 
found himself in Port Harcourt, Nigeria.

What followed was a roving career in the 
energy industry, which took Brad to the UK, 
Romania, Italy, France, Brazil and back to the 
US, chiefly in regional and global financial 
controller and audit roles, and mostly 
with oilfield services firm Schlumberger. 
After three decades in energy, he seized 
the opportunity to move across to a new 
industry in 2019, becoming an enterprise 
leader for BAE Systems in the CFO role.

Taking on a Group CFO position for the 
first time, in an entirely new sector and for 
a FTSE 100 company that happens to be 
the largest defence contractor in Europe, 
sounds like a fairly daunting task for any 
leader, not least given Brad formally began 
work on April 1st, 2020, when the Covid-19 
pandemic was sweeping across the world.

“It was quite an interesting period of time 
to try to become a CFO for the first time 
ever,” Brad quips. “But I learned very 
quickly how well the organisation could 
respond. And I quickly learned about 
the talent around me and around the 
executive committee. It just accelerated 
the need to work together, even though 
ironically, we weren’t physically together.”

Reflecting on his experience of getting 
to grips with the breadth of the CFO 
role, Brad says: “These last five years 
have just been phenomenal. But it’s built 
on 30 years of gradually challenging 

myself a little bit further and a little bit 
more and getting opportunities.”

Having established himself at BAE Systems 
during a global pandemic, an economic 
downturn and the emergence of conflicts 
in Eastern Europe and the Middle East, 
Brad is asked if he feels comfortable in the 
CFO role yet. “I think if you’re doing the 
job well, you’re never fully comfortable 
because you’re constantly challenging 
yourself and challenging the organisation. 
And if you’re doing that well, you’re always 
pushing things a little bit. And I think that’s 
a good place to operate,” he responds.

“With time, you become more comfortable 
with the strategic challenges that you’re 
facing. You become more comfortable 
with the strengths and development 
areas of people around you and how to 
work through those. That took probably 

a good couple of years before I really felt 
bedded into all that. It’s a long process, 
and it’s never really complete.”

Mutual Trust

Brad was able to lean on a pre-existing 
relationship with the company’s CEO 
- Charles Woodburn - from the pair’s 
time together at Schlumberger, which 
was a big help in those early days. He 
describes a healthy CEO-CFO dynamic 
as “one where you’re both constructively 
challenging each other, because you 
both have a sense for where and how 
value is created, but you might have 
different priorities on how to get there. 

“That constant healthy tension and 
challenge is really important, and 
ultimately it has to be centred around 
mutual trust. … Good leadership teams 
need that trust, that interaction and that 
healthy, collaborative tension to get to a 
better place. At the centre, it really starts 
with the CFO and CEO,” he adds.

As alluded to above, Brad sees the 
fundamental role of the CFO as someone 
who supports value creation through 
the optimisation of performance and 
portfolio, with oversight on all individual 
business units, judging where value is 
created and where there are gaps. M&A 
can provide the answer when there 
are capability gaps identified within a 
business. For Brad, M&A and divestment 
are an essential part of a CFO’s remit.

“You have to be ahead of the curve a little 
bit, thinking about where the market is going, 
looking at your own existing composition 
of businesses, and then recognising that 
maybe in five years … the business is going 
to have to be a little bit different. You might 
have elements of that current composition 
that need to be divested to give you more 
dry powder to invest in the things that are 
more relevant for the future. That constant 
portfolio dynamism is really important.”

The February 2024 acquisition of space 
systems supplier Ball Aerospace for £4.4 
billion is a case in point. The Board identified 
an opportunity to build its presence in the > 
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Our 360-degree support is designed to allow aspiring and Group CFOs to perform at the next level. 

Click here to find out how we support aspiring and Group CFOs.

We do this by providing them with tailored exposure to other CFOs, along with 
wider access to our Senior Leadership, ExCo and Board Community.

Accessing global, cross-
sector reference points that 

will support the execution of 
strategy, investor storyboarding 

and navigating complexity

Building resilience and 
managing the extreme 
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with a leadership role
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fast-growing space and tactical solutions 
domains, which are considered key future 
growth areas for the business, and made the 
approach, which eventually yielded a sizeable 
piece of portfolio enhancement and the 
largest transaction in the company’s history.

From an internal perspective, Brad is 
focused on nurturing a high-performing 
finance function and ensuring that all teams 
within the business are “wired to value 
creation”. Trust and empowerment are two 
fundamental parts of any high-performing 
team, according to Brad. “[As CFO], you’re 
setting and discussing the right vision, 
and then you’re trusting and delegating 
to key parts of the team to deliver that.”

Ultimately, teams that ask questions, self-
assess and raise concerns will contribute to 
value creation in a much more meaningful 
way than those who aren’t trusted to 
make those calls. As Brad says: “Good 
teams recognise when it’s not going to 
plan and are empowered to talk about it, 
and then we make changes and react.”

The Future

Looking towards the next phase of his 
career, Brad is intrigued by the prospect of 
taking up a non-executive position should 

an opportunity arise. “On our Board, we 
have some fantastic non-exec directors. 
Until you become one yourself, you maybe 
can’t relate to them in a way that is as 

optimal. And I think that’s exciting to me. 
By doing a non-exec role myself, I can 
communicate in an even more powerful way 
with my own non-execs on this Board.”

When asked how the role of the CFO will 
change in the future, Brad argues that 
the fundamental notion of “creating value 
over the long term” will endure, but that 
new forms of technology will support that 
endeavour “because we can rely on some 
of that to give us insights quicker and help 
render those efficiencies faster. I’m hopeful 
that technology will make the CFO’s role 
of providing value creation easier, but 
that’s still going to be the core of it”.

He also mentions downward demographic 
trends, at least in the OECD, as likely having 
an impact on the competition for talent 
within the finance function. “I don’t think the 
need for effective storytelling will change. 
I don’t think value creation at the core will 
change. I don’t think the need to be an 
enterprise leader and thinker will change. 
All these things are just at the essence of 
what a CFO does. Some of the trimmings 
around technology will change, but the need 
to make the organisation a compelling place 
to work for your teams … is only going to 
intensify going forward,” he concludes. 
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