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CFO Compensation in the 
Wake of Covid-19:  
What Should You Expect?
Chief Executive’s CEO and Senior Executive Compensation survey of more 
than 1,400 private U.S. companies finds median CFO base salary on the rise—
especially in private equity-owned companies.



2     A CHIEF EXECUTIVE GROUP / STRATEGICCFO360 RESEARCH REPORT

Launched in 2021, StrategicCFO360.com is the latest community from 
Chief Executive Group, longtime publishers of Chief Executive magazine 
(since 1977) and Corporate Board Member magazine, two of the most 
widely read publications in American executive leadership. 

Through original research, thought-provoking and pragmatic journalism, 
timely eNewsletters as well as live events and a peer network for top-level 
technology professionals, StrategicCFO360.com aims to help you be a 
more influential, strategic leader within your organization at a time of 
deep disruption and change.

We welcome your ideas, your insights and your feedback. Being a CFO 
isn’t easy right now. Let us know how we can help. 

Emily DeNitto, editor
StrategicCFO360
edenitto@ChiefExecutiveGroup.com
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This past year was a time of unprecedented events. Many executives saw 
their salaries and bonuses cut by deep margins as a strategy to keep their businesses afloat. 
The trend, however, is changing in 2021, according to preliminary data collected from nearly 
1,500 companies as part of our annual CEO & senior executive compensation research for 
private companies. 

An early analysis indicates that C-Suite salaries have, for the most part, already returned to 
pre-Covid levels. For CFOs more specifically, preliminary data shows that base salaries are 
expected to be up 2.8 percent on average, year-over-year, while bonuses are projected to 
rise by 4 percent compared to 2020. That increase is even more pronounced when looking 
at sectors most hard-hit by the crisis. (Detailed analyses of compensation across sectors 
will be included in the new edition of the report, expected to be released in early fall. Visit 
Compreport.ChiefExecutive.net for all the details.)

That’s welcome news considering that, according to Chief Executive’s 2020-21 CEO and Senior 
Executive Compensation Report for Private Companies, CFOs reported the largest Covid-
related cuts to their median base salary in 2020, compared to other C-Suite roles (other than 
CEOs and presidents). This is most likely because behind CEOs and presidents, CFOs are 
the highest compensated role in the C-Suite and therefore form a larger pool to pull from 
when cuts are warranted. But the expected increases in median CFO compensation for 2021 
may be an indication that the cuts experienced in 2020 are officially behind us and that the 
trends observed prior to the crisis are picking up again. 

Between 2018 and 2019, salaries for CFOs increased across the board. And the fact that these 
increases had little variation across industries, company sizes and ownership types speaks to 
the growing importance of the CFO function in all companies and a desire to retain skilled 
talent in that role. The increasingly complex, strategic nature of the CFO job, coupled with 
the potential for a large number of post-Covid retirements among experienced finance 
leaders, will undoubtedly continue to fuel the war for top talent by raising salaries and total 
compensation across the C-Suite—and for CFOs in particular.

http://Compreport.ChiefExecutive.net
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THE COVID EFFECT

Among the private companies we polled in Q2 of 2020, over one-third (34 percent) reported making 
temporary cuts to their CFO’s salary in 2020 in response to the Covid crisis—the majority reducing it less 
than 30 percent, with a weighted average reduction of 23.5 percent. 

Of the companies that reduced their CFO’s salary, the median reduction on an annualized basis, taking 
into account the planned duration of these cuts, was 4.7 percent. This is on par with other functions of the 
C-Suite, such as COOs and heads of HR, whose annualized base salaries declined by 4.2 and 4.0 percent, 
respectively, due to the effects of Covid-19. 

In addition to those cuts, the overall median CFO bonus was also expected to decline in 2020. Bonus 
awards were projected to be down a full third from their 2019 value, bringing CFOs’ median total expected 
cash compensation for 2020 to $193,152, down nearly 9 percent from 2019 when they earned $211,692.  
However, preliminary results from our 2021 survey reveal that the actual bonus reductions for 2020 weren’t 
quite as dramatic as had been anticipated in Q2 of last year.

Expected CFO Cash Compensation in 2020 vs. Cash Compensation in 2019 
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COMPANY SIZE

Company size—as defined by annual revenues—is the most significant factor in determining CFO 
compensation packages. Not surprisingly, large companies tend to pay more than their smaller 
peers on average. They have the benefit of scale and more sophisticated financial requirements and 
needs.  In addition, larger companies tend to have more cash on their books and available bank 
lines of credits, so it isn’t surprising that pandemic-related cuts were the smallest among CFOs in 
companies with $1 billion+ in annual revenues. Those same companies were among the least affected 
by the Covid crisis in general, and many even saw increases in demand for their products or services, 
boosting revenue and profitability. 

Although the majority of companies projected making cuts to both the salary and bonus of their CFO 
in 2020, companies with $1 billion+ or less than $2 million in revenues planned to increase the CFO 
bonus amount in 2020 to offset the large cuts to the base salary. This is largely due to the fact that many 
companies with revenues of $1 billion+ posted a better year than expected, due to a combination of 
PPP loans and an increase in demand for goods.  
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CFOs in companies with revenues between $50 and $99.9 million and $100 to $249.9 million, however, 
expected significant cuts to both their base salary—down 5 and 4 percent respectively—and bonus 
award—53 and 57 percent.

The large variations in median total cash compensation that were expected for CFOs across company 
sizes can be attributed mainly to cuts in bonuses, because salary cuts were expected to remain within 
1 to 5 percent. For instance, the median total cash comp of CFOs in companies with annual revenues 
between $50 to $99.9 million and $100 to $249.9 million was expected to decline by 14 and 16 percent, 
respectively, but their base salaries were cut by no more than 5 percent. 

Average Change in Median CFO Base Salary by Annual Company Revenues (2019-2020)

Average Change in Median CFO Bonus by Annual Company Revenues (2019-2020)
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CFOs in smaller companies (less than $2 million in annual revenues) were expected to experience  the 
smallest cut to their total cash compensation, with a weighted average decline of 3 percent compared 
to 2019. Those with $5 to $9.9 million in revenues forecasted a 5 percent decrease, and similarly, those 
with $2 to $4.9 million in revenues projected a 6 percent decrease. 

The relatively small reduction in CFO cash compensation in companies with under $10 million in annual 
revenues is likely due to the critical role finance executives at smaller companies played in helping 
navigate their companies through the crisis by securing PPP loans and keeping their company’s cash 
solvent. And preliminary data from the 2021-22 CEO and Senior Executive Compensation Report shows 
that those reductions were not as deep as many companies had originally planned. 

CFOs in companies with $1 billion+ in revenues were more fortunate, as their total cash compensation 
was projected to increase by 3 percent in the wake of Covid—an increase that can be attributed to 
their large expected bonuses. 

Average Change in Median CFO Cash Compensation by Annual Company Revenues (2019-2020)
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 INDUSTRY

Covid-19 has affected all industries differently. In turn, the cuts made to CFO base salaries in response 
to new regulations and practices in 2020 varied widely. As one might expect, CFOs in the restaurant 
industry experienced the largest cuts to their base salary specifically due to the effects of Covid-19; their 
salary decreased by 18 percent, on average, and was expected to be $162,350 in 2020.

Those in media and publishing, as well as those in advertising, also forecasted large decreases to their 
base salary due to Covid-19— 15 and 13 percent on average, respectively.

The CFOs whose base salaries were least affected by Covid-19 were those in the agriculture industry, 
where no change in base salary was forecasted. Those in construction and financial services also 
experienced minimal cuts, at 4 percent each, bringing in an expected median salary of $185,000 and 
$200,000 in 2020, respectively. 

Planned Salary Reductions in 2020 Due to the Effects of Covid-19
(Survey of over 1,400 U.S. private companies from April 27 to July 6, 2020)
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OWNERSHIP STRUCTURE

While there are large variations in the amount CFOs are compensated based on their company’s 
ownership type (e.g., CFOs of PE- and VC- backed companies tend to be the most highly renumerated), 
changes to their compensation in 2020 weren’t as pronounced across ownership structures. 

CFOs in sole proprietorships were expected to experience the largest cut to their median base salary in 
2020, down 10 percent from 2019. Those working at partnerships also projected a hefty slash to their 
salaries, -7 percent in the wake of Covid. The least affected CFOs by ownership type were those working 
at family businesses, where base salaries were only expected to be cut by 2 percent between 2019 and 
2020, for an expected median salary of $172,025.  

Average Change in Median CFO Base Salary by Ownership Type (2019-2020)
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The largest cuts to CFO bonuses in 2020 were forecasted among employee-owned companies and 
sole proprietorships, at 52 and 50 percent, respectively. Most CFOs in VC-backed firms dodged the 
bullet and saw only modest declines in salaries and no change in their bonuses, contributing to a 
modest 4 percent cut to their expected median total cash compensation in 2020. 

Average Change in Median CFO Bonus by Ownership Type (2019-2020)
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CFOs in sole proprietorships expected the largest decline in their median total cash compensation, 
down 14 percent in 2020 from 2019. Those working for partnerships or in companies owned by private 
equity firms projected an 11 percent decrease each in their median total cash compensation. Those in 
both VC-backed and family-owned businesses expected their total cash compensation down 4 percent. 

For CFOs in VC-backed firms, this cut was to be taken solely out of their salary, while at family 
businesses, the majority was projected to be taken from the bonus. 

Average Change in Median CFO Cash Compensation by Ownership Type (2019-2020)
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REGION

Given the varying impact of the Covid-19 pandemic across states, region was a considerable factor 
in how the crisis affected CFO compensation. CFOs in regions such as the South Atlantic (including 
Delaware, Maryland, District of Columbia, Virginia, West Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, 
Florida) reported a decline of 8 percent in their median base salary and expected their bonuses to be 
cut in half, resulting in a 14-percent decline in their total cash compensation from 2019 to 2020, to 
$194,209.  CFOs in the Pacific and Mid-Atlantic regions forecasted no decrease in their median base 
salaries due to Covid but expected reductions in bonuses.  

Average Change in Median CFO Base Salary by Region (2019-2020) 
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When comparing the expected median change in total cash compensation, CFOs in the Pacific region, 
where many tech companies reside, declined the least, at 2 percent. Their bonus was expected to 
decline by 10 percent in 2020 from 2019, while their base salary was not expected to change, bringing 
their total median cash compensation to $236,000 in 2020 compared to $240,000 in 2019.

CFOs working for companies based in the Mid-Atlantic region expected a 9 percent decrease in their 
median total cash compensation, attributed solely to bonus reductions, similar to the cuts experienced 
by CFOs in the Pacific region. 

Average Change in Median CFO Bonus by Region (2019-2020)
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PREVIOUS TRENDS

Salary cuts implemented to help weather the 2020 pandemic were intended, for the most part, to be paid back once 
the crisis ended, so looking at data from previous years can help us better assess trends in CFO compensation. Data 
shows that the overall median CFO base salary and bonus increased 3 percent each from 2018 to 2019, when their 
respective values were $181,692 and $30,000 for a median total cash compensation value of $211,692 in 2019.

There was a moderate amount of variation in CFO salary and bonus changes from 2018-2019 based on company 
size. Base salary increased by the largest margin at companies with $2 to $4.9 million in annual revenues, with an 
increase of 9 percent year over year. This is significantly higher than the 4-percent increase we saw at companies with 
$1 billion+ in annual revenues. Although larger companies’ overall compensation packages are more substantial than 
those of the smaller companies, there is no correlation between company size and base salary change year over year.

 

Bonus awards were also mixed in 2019.  Among the largest companies ($1 billion+ in annual revenues), there was a 
5 percent drop in CFOs’ median bonus, although this was probably because some of the largest companies were in 
industries that were negatively impacted by trade tariff changes.

The median CFO bonus at smaller companies (those with $2 to $4.9 million in revenues and those with less than 
$2 million in revenues) increased by 5 and 2 percent, respectively, between 2018 and 2019, while mid-sized 
companies with $250 to $499.9 million in annual revenues increased bonuses by the largest margin, 7 percent 
during the same period. 

Average Change in Median CFO Base Salary by Annual Company Revenues (2018-2019)
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Across industries, there were some notable trends pre-Covid. Most CFOs saw increases of 1 to 8 percent 
between 2018 and 2019. Only two industries—advertising and energy— decreased their CFOs’ base 
salary—2 and 3 percent, respectively.  CFOs in agriculture enjoyed a median 10 percent raise in 2019, 
the highest industry percentage.

CFOs in the restaurant, media and retail industries, who projected the largest cuts to their salaries 
in 2020 in response to Covid-19, had enjoyed some of the largest increases, as a percentage of their 
salaries, in 2019: up 5 percent for restaurant industry CFOs, up 8 percent for media CFOs and up 6 
percent for retail CFOs. 

Average Change in Median Base Salary by Industry (2018-2019)
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There is less variation in year-over-year CFO compensation by ownership type, however. Base salary and 
bonus changes between 2018 and 2019 all were between 0 and 4 percent. 

An interesting finding, however, is that CFOs in family businesses saw their base salary increase by the 
highest percentage between 2018 and 2019, at just over 4 percent, but they increased their bonuses by the 
least, at a meager 1 percent. 

Instead, CFOs at partnerships experienced the highest raise in bonus, as a percentage of salary, at 4 percent. 

Average Change in Median CFO Bonus by Ownership Type (2018-2019)
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CONCLUSION

Despite the events of the past year, most U.S. companies have found a way to persevere. With the successful 
rollout of vaccines, the end of the Covid-19 crisis is in sight, and with it comes expectations for compensation 
to return to pre-crisis levels. Attracting—and retaining—top talent has become more difficult than ever, and 
companies should ensure that their cash compensation plans are at least on par with the median of their 
peer group and, ideally, skewed toward the top quartile. Visit CompReport.ChiefExecutive.net to access the 
full 2020-21 report and pre-order the 2021-22 edition coming out in the fall.  

http://CompReport.ChiefExecutive.net 
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