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Introduction
The annual Leathwaite Tax Survey polled over 250 individuals within tax leadership
roles, across global financial services, professional services, public accounting and
corporates.
The survey enabled us to gain a global, cross-industry perspective on the talent themes,
concerns and priorities that tax leaders and their management teams face today.

Respondent Profile
Tenure in role

Functional focus

Challenges & Improvement
Not surprisingly, given the ongoing ramifications of US tax reform and other global
changes, regulatory reform is expected to be the key challenge for tax functions over the
next 12 months. This is in contrast to the findings of our CFO survey, which ran in parallel to
our tax survey, and found that the burden of regulation has lifted for CFOs over the last 12
months and the focus is now heavily on the need to automate.
The survey asked respondents to rank the expected key challenges facing the tax
function over the next 12 months:
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1.

Reform implementation & response

6.

Talent development

2.

Talent retention

7.

Cost

3.

Business relationships

8.

Financial and reputational risk

4.

Changes in technology

9.

Outsourcing services to third parties

5.

Regulatory scrutiny and compliance
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Challenges & Improvement, continued ...

Looking to the future, the results show that automation would yield the greatest performance
improvement to the tax function, closely followed by better data management and insights.
Talent was also highlighted as a key area for improvement if tax functions are to embrace and
capitalize on the changes digitization can bring. This links in with views on hiring where
respondents named tax data analytics as the most desirable skill when looking at future hires
across all industry sectors.
We asked respondents to rank the factors that would yield the greatest performance
improvement to the tax function within their company:

1.

Automation of manual tasks

7.

Response to regulation

2.

Streamlined processes

8.

Collaboration with the business

3.

Technology

9.

Cost

4.

Quality of talent

10.

Alignment with firm-wide strategy

5.

Attracting and retaining talent

11.

Controls

6.

Data and analytics

12.

Collaboration with other corporate
functions

// KEY INSIGHT: GIVEN THE CONTINUING PRESSURE PUT ON THE TAX
FUNCTION, INVESTMENT IN TECHNOLOGY AND PROCESS IMPROVEMENT
IS LIKELY TO HAVE SIGNIFICANT BENEFITS TO POSITION THE TAX
FUNCTION FOR FUTURE CHALLENGES.

2|

The Human Capital Specialists | www.leathwaite.com

Technology & Systems Transformation
19% of those surveyed have undergone a systems based tax
transformation within their organisation in the last 12 months.
This is a low proportion of organizations when compared with our CFO survey where 72%
of respondents reported a systems-based transformation within their finance function in
the last year, an increase from 38% the previous year. It’s therefore understandable that
investment in technology was highlighted as a key development area for tax leaders and it

will be interesting to see if the number of transformations increases significantly year on
year as per the CFO landscape.
As the responses show below, the top ranked benefits of systems transformation were the
improved availability of information, streamlined processes, systems integration and the
accuracy of data.
However, the 19% who have undergone a systems transformation in their company did not
directly reap cost benefits in either the short or long term, highlighting that this was mostly
performance driven as opposed to cost focused.

What areas have been most improved as a result of the organisation implementing
systems based tax transformation?

1.

Improved availability of information

2.

Faster / streamlined processes

3.

Increased systems integration

4.

Improved accuracy of information

5.

Better use of data

6.

Reducing immediate / short term
costs

7.

Improved communication with the
business

8.

Reduced long term costs

// KEY INSIGHT: UPGRADING HAS IMPROVED
PERFORMANCE AND STREAMLINING; HOWEVER, IT HAS
NOT HAD AN IMPACT ON SHORT TERM OR LONG TERM
COST EFFECTIVENESS.
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Budget Expectations

What is the expectation of tax budget within your
organisation over the coming 12 months?

// KEY INSIGHT:
IN COMPARISON, 44% OF CFOS
EXPECTED A DECREASE IN THE
FINANCE BUDGET OVER THE
NEXT 12 MONTHS.

Leveraging Third Parties
We also explored the use of third parties and managed service providers. Of the 89% who
utilise third parties, the main area outsourced is tax compliance. Looking to the future, 60% of
respondents are expecting external support to increase over the next two years.
In what areas do you leverage third parties?

What are your plans for leveraging third parties
in the next two years?
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Hiring Focus
If your tax organisation was to hire in the next two years, where do you expect your
focus to be?

1.

Tax data and analytics

4.

Tax operations

2.

Tax planning

5.

Tax compliance

3.

Tax technology

6.

Foreign tax

Similar to results from our CFO survey, in which data management and insights were ranked
as the top focus areas for hiring over the next two years, data and analytics were also top of
the agenda with tax leaders.
Leaders ranked tax planning as their second highest priority. This is something that has been
reflected in our recent tax mandates, where clients are looking for this skillset over other areas
such as tax compliance. This shift from a compliance to planning focus suggests that tax
leaders are reaping the benefits of hiring into operational roles over the last 12 months and
are now looking to hire into more strategic roles.

Tax technology was listed as the third priority area for hiring, which resonates with the need
for investment in technology and ties in with the demand for better data management and
analytics.
Top ranked characteristics for a successful tax leader:

1.

Leadership skills

4.

Business experience

2.

Stakeholder management

5.

Commercialism

3.

Technical capability

6.

Global experience

This correlates with what we have seen in the market with the majority of tax leadership
mandates focusing on hires who have superior stakeholder management and leadership skills.
The need for these skills tends to trump business experience and many of our appointments
have seen candidates making cross industry moves (e.g. pharmaceuticals to fintech).
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You and Your Career

How has your compensation changed over the
last two years?

// KEY INSIGHT: 70% OF
RESPONDENTS HAVE SEEN AN
INCREASE IN COMPENSATION OVER
THE LAST TWO YEARS

If we explore this further, the majority of respondents (73%) feel fairly compensated
relative to their peers within the company. The majority (62%) also feel fairly
compensated relative to their wider peers in the marketplace.
This increase in compensation shows the importance of retaining tax talent within
organisations.
// KEY INSIGHT: GIVEN THE RISING IMPORTANCE OF TAX INTERNALLY, IT
RESONATES THAT THE MAJORITY OF RESPONDENTS FEEL FAIRLY
COMPENSATED RELATIVE TO INTERNAL AND MARKET PEERS.

The importance of improving relationships with the business was another key theme.
One area of the survey explored the perceived value of the tax function.
Is the tax function appropriately valued
within the company?
The results reflect a trend we have seen with the
majority of tax leadership mandates, which require
the new hire to improve the perception of tax
within the firm, while also developing better
internal and external relationships. This speaks to
the developing and dynamic nature of the tax
group, where leaders need to be able to combine
technical understanding and business knowledge
with softer skills in order to be successful.
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Conclusion
In summary, the tax function continues to evolve.
Whilst regulation continues to dominate the agenda, improved technology and process are
predicted to have tangible benefits for tax functions in the near future, hence the focus on
data skills when making new hires. The survey results confirm our sentiment that softer skills,
particularly business and stakeholder relationship management, are a key focus in order to
drive business engagement and improve the perceived value of tax internally.
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Learn more about Leathwaite

The Human Capital
Specialists
Leathwaite was established with one clear purpose: to help organisations secure the best Human
Capital within Support, Enablement & Control Functions.
This is done via 4 solutions, 4 offices, 100 people and over 150 clients, globally.
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