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The BDO Global Tax Outlook is a new international research programme, spanning more than fifty countries, 
from across all regions of the globe, that touches on the most common issues business leaders are grappling 
with in tax.

Domestic and international tax legislation is constantly evolving. Tax laws and regulations are complex and tax 
authorities around the world are becoming more vigilant. The Global Tax Outlook has pointed to consistent themes 
that face the leaders of tax wherever they are based, as well as specific trends in key regions of the world. 

The research covers a small number of themes

• The most significant tax issues facing the organisation and the priorities being set for the tax function;

• How changes in tax legislation and the behaviour of the tax authorities impact business;

• Tax strategy, policy and risk – the focus on tax at board level; the primary role of the tax function now and the 
direction this is expected to take;

• The use of Technology in Tax;

• The concept of ‘Total Tax Liability’ (TTL), the total of all taxes owed by a business, and the value of TTL in 
directing decision making

Regional findings are explored in this report in a Regional Overview and three Regional Reports for EMEA, the 
Americas, and Asia-Pacific. They can be read in conjunction with the Global findings in the BDO Global Tax Outlook 
2020 report.

INTRODUCTION 

GLOBAL TAX OUTLOOK 2020
To explore the full results go to the BDO Global Tax Outlook 2020  
Download the Global Tax Outlook report 
Use the hub to explore the findings by region, size and type of organisation

BDO is delighted to announce the results of the 
inaugural 2020 research, conducted between 
February and May 2020.

BDO has been conducting research in Tax in the 
major markets in which we operate for a number of 
years, for example with the BDO US Tax Outlook. 
In the Global Tax Outlook we’ve been able to take 
this further, reaching out to clients across the globe 
from the EMEA region - both OECD and non-OECD 
countries, the Americas and Asia Pacific.
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Technology to deliver Tax

Compliance and adjusting to tax reform or new regulations 
dominate the tax agenda

REGIONAL OVERVIEW

The challenge for tax leaders is complex. Across the globe, tax leaders face unprecedented 
change and transition. The research has highlighted similar challenges consistently 
across the globe, as those responsible for tax seek to manage the costs and risks of 
compliance and at the same time, add greater value to the business. 

Regionally we see some differences in the issues that these challenges present for 
tax leaders, and in the responses that businesses are taking. We describe these in the 
section that follows, in terms of four themes:

Organisations anticipate continued change in the global tax 
landscape with high degrees of uncertainty in national and 
international tax legislation and regulation. 

Integrating Tax into the strategic decision making of the 
business

EMEA Americas Asia-Pacific

What is your organisation’s annual turnover
256 Responses 

ABOUT THE REGIONS IN THE GLOBAL TAX OUTLOOK

33% 53% 14% 
EMEA: 35% from OECD 
countries, 18% from 
non-OECD countries

Americas Asia-Pacific

Regions
256 Responses 
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EMEA Americas Asia - Pacific
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Organisations anticipate continued change in the global tax 
landscape with high degrees of uncertainty in national and 
international tax legislation and regulation. 

There are high levels of uncertainty in every region around the development of tax 
legislation and regulation and keeping up with change is a top three priority for the 
tax function consistently for every region. 

The second most significant priority differs by region. In EMEA this is managing 
compliance across multiple jurisdictions; in the Americas, efficiency, cost control and 
workflow processes and in Asia-Pacific, the increasing scrutiny from tax authorities.

There are varying levels of uncertainty, particularly between Asia-Pacific and the 
Americas. In the Americas the largest majority (80%) say the focus of tax legislation 
changes constantly as a result of the elected party and is difficult to predict. 67% in 
Americas say the uncertainty is further compounded by tax authority interpretation of 
tax law being inconsistent. 

In Asia-Pacific 64% say that changes in tax legislation are sound and predictable and 
laws can be readily anticipated. 61% still say that tax authority interpretation of tax 
law is inconsistent.

Views about the effectiveness of tax authorities in combatting tax avoidance and 
evasion also vary. Respondents saying authorities have been effective in their region 
vary from 76% in Asia-Pacific to 43% in Americas, with EMEA somewhere between 
(59% in OECD EMEA countries, 53% in non-OECD EMEA countries).

1. Keeping up with new regulations / 
legislation: 75%

2. Managing compliance across multiple 
jurisdictions: 40%

3. Efficiency, cost control and workflow 
processes: 40%

4. Finance and / or tax transformation: 33%

5. Increasing scrutiny from tax authorities: 30%

EMEA tax function priorities (based 
on the number that selected the 
response as 1st, 2nd or 3rd ): 

Americas tax function priorities 
(based on the number that selected 
the response as 1st, 2nd or 3rd): 

1. Keeping up with new regulations / 
legislation: 62%

2. Efficiency, cost control and workflow 
processes: 53% 

3. Managing compliance across multiple 
jurisdictions: 40%

4. Finance and / or tax transformation: 33%

5. Managing tax data: 27%

1. Keeping up with new regulations / 
legislation: 60% 

2. Increasing scrutiny from tax authorities: 51%

3. Finance and / or tax transformation: 42%

4. Efficiency, cost control and workflow 
processes: 39%

5. Managing compliance across multiple 
jurisdictions: 30%

Asia Pacific tax function priorities 
(based on the number that selected 
the response as 1st, 2nd or 3rd): 

46%

30%

17%

7%

67%

18%
13%

3%

18%

61%

18%

3%
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40%
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70%

The focus areas in tax
legislation change

constantly, depending on
the elected party, and the

tax authority's
interpretations of the tax

legislation are inconsistent

The overall development
in tax legislation is sound
and predictable, but that

does not mean the tax
authority will interpret tax

laws consistently

There are unexpected
changes in tax legislation

after
every parliamentary

election, however the tax
authority has a coherent

approach

Changes in tax laws can
be readily anticipated,
and the tax authority

operates in a predictable
manner as well

In your view, how predictable is the development of tax legislation and the 
operation of the tax authorities?
226 Responses 

EMEA Americas Asia-Pacific
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Staying compliant, given increased demands to submit more detailed 
tax information is the leading top three tax issue facing organisations 
across the globe, consistently across all regions. 

The second most significant issue differs by region. In EMEA this is 
managing ongoing or potential tax disputes (44% cite as a top three 
issue); in the Americas, adjusting to tax reform (56% cite as a top three 
issue), and in Asia-Pacific, reducing the cost of compliance (48% cite 
as a top three issue).

Board / Executive committees have spent more time on tax 
compliance and planning issues in the past 12 months – especially in 
the Americas, given high levels of tax change in the region. 51% in 
the Americas say their Board has spent more time on tax compliance and 
planning issues in the last 12 months (40% globally).

In keeping with differing views about the effectiveness of tax 
authorities in combatting tax avoidance and evasion, businesses are 
adopting differing approaches to tax governance. In Asia-Pacific this 
is most pronounced: 51% say they’ve changed their approach to tax 
governance in part as a response to tax authorities, and their scrutiny.

1. Staying compliant: 57%

2.  Ongoing or potential tax disputes: 44%

3.  Reducing the cost of compliance: 33%

4.  Adjusting to tax reform: 33%

5.  Reducing your effective tax rate: 30%

EMEA organisations’ leading tax issues 
(based on the number that selected 
the response as 1st, 2nd or 3rd): 

Americas organisations’ leading tax 
issues (based on the number that 
selected the response as 1st, 2nd or 3rd): 

1. Staying compliant: 63%

2. Adjusting to tax reform: 56%

3. Changing landscape of taxing the digital 
economy: 38%

4. Reducing the cost of compliance: 28%

5. Reducing your effective tax rate: 28%

1. Staying compliant: 69%

2. Reducing the cost of compliance: 48%

3. Reducing your effective tax rate: 39%

4. Adjusting to tax reform: 39%

5. Ongoing or potential tax disputes: 33%

Asia Pacific organisations’ leading 
tax issues (based on the number that 
selected the response as 1st, 2nd or 3rd): 

In your view, have tax authority measures to combat tax avoidance and evasion been effective 
in your market and have they changed your approach to tax governance and risk management?
228 Responses 

30%
26% 27%

17%

32%

42%

11%
15%

38%

6%

38%

19%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

They have been effective in
our market. However, they

have not changed our approach
to tax governance and risk

management strategy

They have been relatively
ineffective in our market,
and our approach to tax

governance and risk
management strategy

has not changed

Tax authority measures to
combat tax avoidance and

evasion have been effective in
our market, and they have

changed our approach to tax
governance and risk

management strategy

They have been relatively
ineffective in our market.
However we have changed

our approach to tax
governance and risk

management strategy

EM
EA

Am
ericas

Asia-Pacific

38%
51%
24%

56%
46%
73%

7%
3%
3%

More time spent No change Less time spent

Over the last 12 months, how has the attention of your organisation’s Board / Executive 
Committee on tax compliance and planning issues changed?
228 Responses

Compliance and adjusting to tax reform or new regulations 
dominate the tax agenda
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Integrating Tax into the strategic decision making of the business

Tax leaders aspire to move from a support function focussed on compliance to 
become more integrated with the business, despite the continued dominance of 
the compliance agenda. Tax leaders expect the tax function to operate increasingly 
as a ‘ business partner and/or focussed on value-add activities, with finance time and 
resource’. Organisations in the Americas have the greatest level of ambition: 78% 
of organisations in the Americas expect to be operating in this way within two years 
(compares with 39% today).  

Organisations expect tax risk management and tax governance to be fully 
embedded in their organisation in two years, or to be managing tax risk proactively, 
but not fully integrated with business processes. EMEA is further ahead currently: 
18% currently have tax governance and risk management fully embedded in 
business processes and a further 32% are managing tax risk proactively, but not 
as yet fully integrated with business processes. However, the Americas are the most 
ambitious, expecting to overtake EMEA. In the Americas 52% (vs 8% today) expect 
tax governance and risk management to be fully embedded in business processes 
within two years.  An additional 33% expect to be managing tax risk proactively, but 
not as yet fully integrated with business processes

As the tax function evolves, the number of in-house professionals dedicated to 
tax is expected to increase over the next five years. The increase is most marked 
in the Americas – with an average 8.2 FTE today increasing to 15 in five years, just 
overtaking the average for EMEA (12.5 FTE today increases to 14.7 FTE).  

Total tax liability, an understanding of and visibility into the sum of all the taxes a 
business owes at any point in time, is an increasingly familiar concept, but not all 
regions engage with the concept equally and many organisations fail to calculate 
it effectively. Organisations in the Americas are furthest in terms of their application 
of TTL within the business. 74% expect to calculate total tax liability across the 
business using automated tools, factored into business decisions, in two years. This 
compares to 48% in EMEA and 36% in Asia-Pacific. 73% in the Americas expect 
the board to be more involved in this process moving forward, compared to 46% in 
EMEA and 41% in Asia-Pacific

How would you rate your Board / Executive team’s understanding of your total tax 
liability (TTL)?
202 Responses 

EM
EA

Am
ericas

Asia-Pacific

10%

28% 30% 32%

5%

19%

38% 37%

7%

34%

28%
31%

0%
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20%
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None Low: one or two Board 
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have some understanding 
of this

Moderate: the 
Board understands the 

concept
but is not clear on our 
organisation's liability

High: the Board 
fully understands the 

concept 
and our organisation's 

liability

How do you expect the Board to be engaged with TTL going forward?
202 Responses 
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46% 48%

5%

73%

22%

41%

59%
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Technology to deliver Tax

The more mature tax functions are investing in tax technologies to automate the 
compliance burden as lower cost alternatives are emerging. Tax technology is a 
key component of managing compliance more effectively and delivering value.

Organisations in the Americas are taking more of a strategic approach. 

28% of organisations in the Americas have a documented tax technology strategy 
in support of business objectives and a further 31% have considered documenting 
their tax technology strategy but have not yet done so. This compares to 16% and 
25% in EMEA, and 12% and 27% in Asia-Pacific. 

Spend varies a little between the regions.

70% of organisations in EMEA are spending less than 5% of their tax budget on 
technology (and 46% less than 2%), compared to 64% in Americas and 60% 
in Asia-Pacific. Expenditure is expected to increase most in the Americas. Levels of 
expenditure will partly reflect the take up of lower cost alternatives – outsourcing 
to third-parties or the use of off the shelf software and technology tools rather than 
necessarily bespoke wholesale technology redesign.

EMEA Americas Asia-Pacific

Do you have a documented tax technology strategy?
227 Responses 

Over the next budget period do you expect this spend to...
229 Responses 

How much of the organisation’s tax budget is spent on technology (whether in-
house or outsourced)?
229 Responses 

46%

24%

13%

8%

3%

7%

41%

23%

13%
12%

5%
6%

42%

18% 18%

6%

3%

12%

0%
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0-2% 3-5% 6-10% 11-15% 16-20% More than 20%

3%

54%

25%

18%

8%

36% 38%

18%

6%

52%

33%

9%
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50%

60%

Decrease Remain the same Increase modestly
(up to 10%)

Increase significantly
(more than 10%)

16%

25%

59%

28% 31%

41%
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27%

61%
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70%

Yes Not documented but 
considered

No
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Technology to deliver Tax

Tax technology adoption rates vary, and technology is 
being used to support different tax function activities. 

In EMEA and the Americas, technology to meet tax 
authority digitisation obligations is the most frequently 
adopted technology. In EMEA, these technologies are 
having the greatest impact on the tax function. 

In the Americas 48% have adopted or plan to adopt 
RPA or machine learning for process improvements, and 
data and predictive analytics, RPA and machine learning 
for process improvements are each said to be having 
more of an impact in the region than globally. In Asia-
Pacific organisations are in the earlier stages of adoption 
of tax technology. 

There are a wide range of challenges that organisations 
face in implementing tax technology, with some 
variation by region. 

Tax leaders in the Americas feel these challenges more 
acutely than their peers in other regions. 91% in the 
Americas say that the automation of routine processes 
and recruiting and retaining necessary talent, are their 
top challenges. 71% in EMEA say that keeping up 
with the rapid pace of change is the biggest challenge 
to implementing new tax technology. This is followed 
closely by the automation of routine processes or 
redefining workflows. 69% in Asia-Pacific say redefining 
roles and responsibilities is one of the biggest challenges 
to implementing new tax technology.

73%

62% 59%
53%

47% 45%

27%

78%
71% 74%

47%
54%

49% 48%

62%
67% 69%

30%

42% 39%

25%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Solutions to meet tax
authority digitisation

obligations

Year-end tax
reporting solutions

Off-the-shelf software
for process
automation

Real-time monitoring
and document sharing

Data and/or
predictive analytics

Broader indirect tax
solutions to support
real time reporting

RPA or machine
learning for process

improvement

Which of the following tax technologies or innovations have you adopted or are planning to adopt in the 
next 12 months

Challenges to new tax technology implementation
Which of these factors has represented a challenge when implementing new tax technology and the processes 
associated with them?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Acceptance to change by teams

Access to appropriate tax technology support

Access to good or actionable data

Adapting existing technologies or integrating legacy infrastructure

Automation of routine processes or redefining workflows

Buy-in from leadership

Collaboration with other areas of the business

Funding

Keeping up with the rapid pace of change

Recruiting and retaining necessary talent

Redefining roles and responsibilities

Training or upskilling to use available technology tools and processes

EMEA Americas Asia-Pacific
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The EMEA region (Europe, the Middle East and Africa) represents 53% of the Global Tax Outlook 2020 
research sample. 26 countries are represented.  Some two thirds are from OECD countries and a third from 
non-OECD countries. Where appropriate we have analysed the responses to the research according to this 
distinction. Country by country reporting, for example, becomes a greater concern for OECD countries within 
EMEA given that it is part of the OECD’s Base Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS) Action Plan 13.

The typical profile of respondents are tax leaders in privately held, mid-sized organisations with revenues of 
between $20-$500m. The profile of the organisations from non-OECD EMEA countries are on average 
smaller (64% are businesses with revenue less than $20m). Those from OECD EMEA countries are more 
likely to be mid-sized. The research has also included subsidiaries of international businesses, listed and private 
equity backed businesses.

In EMEA there are high levels of uncertainty around the development of tax legislation in line with the 
global findings - this is heightened among non-OECD countries. 

63% of organisations in EMEA say the focus of tax legislation changes constantly as the result of the 
elected party or is difficult to predict. These findings are broadly in line with the global results. However, 
greater unpredictability exists among organisations in non-OECD countries, where 71% say the focus of tax 
legislation changes constantly as the result of the elected party or is difficult to predict (for organisations in 
OECD EMEA countries this is 60%).

Views about the effectiveness of tax authorities in combatting tax avoidance and evasion vary across the 
EMEA region. 

Non-OECD EMEA countries are more likely to say tax authorities are ineffective at combatting tax avoidance 
and evasion and non-OECD respondents are overwhelmingly more likely to have changed their tax governance 
and risk management strategy.  

EMEA REPORT

COMMENTS

From my point of view there are three main triggers of 
uncertainty in the region. Firstly, the new tax legislation 
in connection with COVID-19. Even if those regulations 
are intended to support entities they come along with an 
administrative burden (e.g., the temporary reduction of 
VAT rates). Secondly, the uncertainty around the BREXIT. 
And thirdly, the ongoing fight against tax avoidance. 
Guidance from the OECD (BEPS) and EU (ATAD) needs 
to be implemented in various countries. Combatting 
tax avoidance gets more important if one thinks about 
refinancing COVID-19 subsidies.

Frank Biermann, Head of Tax, BDO Germany

Location of respondent
137 Responses

Belgium
CzechRepublic
Finland
France
Hungary
Italy
Netherlands
Norway
Portugal
Spain
Turkey
UK

Albania
Angola
Armenia
Azerbaijan
Belarus
Croatia
Democratic Republic 
of the Congo
Kenya
Malta
Russia
South Africa
Tajikistan
Tunisia
Zimbabwe

EMEA OECD EMEA non-OECD
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EMEA REPORT

The tax function is evolving in parts of EMEA 

In EMEA there is expected to be a move away from organisations describing their tax function as being compliance 
focussed and a ‘back office’ cost that rarely influences business decisions.  In OECD countries in particular, the majority 
say the function is focussed on compliance today, but with the expectation of a significant shift towards tax as a ‘business 
partner’.

EMEA is currently further ahead than other regions with more organisations having tax governance and risk frameworks 
that are embedded in the business, integrated with business processes and proactively monitored or are managing tax 
risk proactively, but not yet fully integrated with business processes. 18% today say tax risk management and tax 
governance is fully embedded in their organisation with an additional 32% already managing tax risk proactively, but 
not yet fully integrated with business processes.

The number of in-house (FTE) professionals dedicated to tax is increasing. On average EMEA organisations in the research 
have 12.5 FTE dedicated tax professionals in-house, rising to an anticipated 14.7 on average over the next five years.

COMMENTSCompliance and keeping up with new regulation dominate the EMEA tax agenda, followed by managing and avoiding 
potential disputes. Across EMEA managing and avoiding potential tax disputes is a more significant issue compared 
with other regions. 

30% of organisations across EMEA name staying compliant as their number one tax issue – broadly in line with the 
global results. 57% identify it as a top three issue. Managing and avoiding potential tax disputes is the second most 
significant tax issue - 44% of EMEA organisations cite it as a top three issue.

Keeping up with new regulation is a greater priority for the EMEA region relative to the global results. 38% in EMEA 
say keeping up with new regulation is their number one tax function priority. 75% identify it as one of the top three tax 
function priorities. 

Within the EMEA region reducing the cost of compliance and scrutiny over the taxation of foreign earnings is a more 
significant issue in non-OECD countries.  Country-by-country reporting is a greater concern for OECD countries. 

More than a third across EMEA expect compliance and planning issues to consume more of the Board’s time in the future. 
The expectation is higher among OECD EMEA countries than for non-OECD EMEA countries.  

• There is a …closer scrutiny and 
changed public perception of 
tax planning. We have a need for 
greater ‘control’ and transparency.

• Managing Director, Financial 
Services, OECD EMEA

COMMENTS

• We are managing rapidly changing 
legislation and additional tax 
obligations.

• Tax Director, Manufacturing,  
Non-OECD EMEA
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EMEA REPORT

Total tax liability is a familiar concept to many in EMEA but its widespread application 
using technology is behind other regions.

Total tax liability, an understanding of and visibility into the sum of all the taxes a business 
owes at any point in time, is a familiar concept to many in EMEA although the region is slightly 
behind others in its application within the business. 59% of organisations in the region 
calculate total tax liability in some form, with 62% rating their Board’s understanding of the 
concept as moderate or high.

Tax functions in EMEA are making modest investments in tax technology. 

Fewer organisations in EMEA relative to the global average have a documented tax technology 
strategy in support of business objectives. Only 16% in EMEA have a documented tax 
technology strategy today. This is lowest for EMEA organisations in non-OECD countries 
(12%).

Spending by organisations in EMEA on tax technology is relatively low and is expected to 
remain modest.

Technology to meet tax authority digitisation obligations is the most frequently adopted 
technology in EMEA to support indirect or direct tax compliance, and the majority say it has 
the most impact of any tax technology used.

In EMEA keeping up with the rapid pace of change (71%) is the biggest challenge to 
implementing new tax technology followed closely by the automation of routine processes 
and redefining workflows.

The concept of total tax liability requires high 
quality in the accounting data. This allows a drill 
down from group via entity / business unit down to 
single projects and business relationships. Tax data 
analytics becomes more and more important.

Frank Biermann, Head of Tax, BDO Germany

COMMENTS

Overcoming challenges will require a collaborative 
approach. Improving communication between 
departments.

Tax Manager, Technology and telecommunications, 
OECD EMEA
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AMERICAS REPORT

• Compliance with more and more formal obligations, 
constant changes of the tax authority without due planning 
and too many failures on the website of the tax authority.

• Tax Director, Consumer Business, Americas

COMMENTS

• Regulatory and legislative uncertainty continue to 
challenge tax executives around the world, but this issue 
is particularly acute in the Americas. While uncertainty 
makes planning difficult, companies are putting increased 
emphasis on tax risk management efforts and prioritizing 
proactive solutions in an unpredictable environment. 

• Matthew Becker, National Managing Partner of Tax, BDO US

INTRODUCTION
The Americas (North, Central and South America) represent 33% of the Global Tax Outlook 2020 research sample. 
Half of the Americas respondents are from OECD countries, including new OECD members such as Colombia who 
joined the OECD in April 2020 after a 7 year application period. These countries will be in the process of implementing 
in their domestic legislation the ongoing standards and recommended actions in the OECD’s BEPS initiatives, alongside 
any national tax reforms. Half of the Americas respondents are from non-OECD countries. 

The typical profile of respondents are tax leaders in privately held, large organisations. Of those organisations reporting 
their revenues, 50% have revenues above $500m. The research has also included subsidiaries of international 
businesses, listed and private equity backed businesses.

In the Americas there are particularly high levels of uncertainty around the development 
of tax legislation, with tax authorities’ approaches often perceived to be inconsistent or 
ineffective.

80% say the focus of tax legislation changes constantly as the result of the elected party 
and is difficult to predict. And 67% say the uncertainty is further compounded by tax 
authority interpretation of tax law being inconsistent. 

There are mixed views on how effective the tax authorities in the region have been are in 
combatting tax evasion and avoidance.

The majority of organisations say they have not changed their approach to tax governance 
and risk management 

Location of respondent
84 Responses

Argentina

Barbados

Belize

Bolivia

Brazil

Canada

Chile

Colombia

Costa Rica

Dominican Republic

Ecuador

El Salvador

Guatemala

Guyana

Mexico

Panama

USA 

Venezuela
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AMERICAS REPORT

The nature and the role of the tax function is expected to evolve.

Tax leaders in the Americas aspire to move from a support function to focus on ‘value-add’ 
activities and become business partners.

There are big ambitions for change. In the Americas the tax function is expected to be less 
compliance focussed over time (22% in two years vs 61% today) with 78% expecting tax to 
operate as a business partner, and be more integrated with the business within the next two years. 

The ambition for change is greatest in the Americas. There is a move towards embracing tax 
governance and risk frameworks that are embedded in the business, integrated with business 
processes and proactively monitored. 52% expect tax risk management and tax governance to 
be fully embedded in their organisation in two year’s time. This shift is more pronounced in the 
Americas than other regions. 

The number of in-house (FTE) professionals dedicated to is set to nearly double. On average 
organisations in the Americas have 8.2 FTE dedicated tax professionals in-house today, rising to 
an anticipated 15.0 in the next five years.

There are significant changes occurring in the region meaning adjusting to tax reform and 
keeping up with new regulation are high on the tax agenda, alongside staying compliant.

The uncertainty arising from local tax developments is part of a wider concern around the 
changing tax landscape in Americas. 

Staying compliant is the most significant tax issue cited by respondents across the Americas, 
while adjusting to tax reform in the region and keeping up with new regulations is the tax 
function’s leading priority. 62% say keeping up with new regulation is a top three tax priority 
and 56% in the Americas cite adjusting to tax reform as one of their top three issues.

Given the continued tax changes in the Americas, it is unsurprising that for many organisations, 
compliance and planning issues have consumed more of their Boards’ time over the last 12 
months, significantly more than the global average. Over half (51%) say their Board has spent 
more time on tax compliance and planning issues in the last 12 months.

COMMENTS

Across the LATAM region, this study confirms the 
fast-changing tax landscape as a result of new 
governments in office as opposed to robust tax 
policy trends. This does not allow for a reasonable 
level of stability and legal certainty which are key 
drivers for investment and reputation, particularly in 
the context of COVID-19 where the region needs to 
reopen markets to attract investment.

Claudia Camargo, Tax Partner, BDO Colombia

The tax landscape has changed significantly in 
recent years—spurred by new technologies, growing 
complexity stemming from globalization and, more 
recently, the global pandemic. The research suggests 
all these forces are accelerating an evolution of 
the tax function out of the back office and into the 
C-suite, both in the Americas and around the world.

Matthew Becker, National Managing Partner of Tax, 
BDO US
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Total tax liability is a more familiar concept to many in the Americas and its application 
is expected to grow significantly.

Engagement with total tax liability today is higher in organisations in the Americas than in 
other regions, and is expected to increase further over the next two years, becoming further 
embedded and factored into business decisions. Two thirds say they expect to be able to 
calculate total tax liability across the business using automated tools and factored into 
business decisions within two years. Board understanding of the concept is rated highest in the 
Americas. 75% of organisations in the Americas already rate their Board’s understanding of 
total tax liability as moderate or high. And Board engagement is expected to increase more.

Tax functions across the Americas are investing in tax technology but perceive significant 
challenges to its implementation. 

Globally few organisations have designed and documented a tax technology strategy in 
support of business objectives. However organisations in the Americas are more likely to 
have done so. Tax technology spend in Americas is low, however it is expected to grow more 
quickly relative to other regions. 

Organisations use tax technology most to support indirect and direct tax compliance to meet 
tax authority digitisation obligations. RPA and machine learning for process improvement, 
data and predictive analytics are more in evidence and have a greater impact in Americas 
than globally. 

Tax leaders in the Americas feel the barriers to implementing tax technology more 
acutely than their peers in other regions. 

The biggest barriers to implementing tax technology are the automation of routine processes 
and recruiting and retaining necessary talent.

AMERICAS REPORT

• It’s about…team training, customization of tools 
and awareness of the importance of the tax 
function.

• Tax Director, Media and entertainment, Americas

COMMENTS

• The demand, scrutiny and audit activity by Tax 
Authorities is increasingly high. This must be 
accompanied by a digital transformation policy for 
the Tax Administration so that resources are not 
distracted and focus on relevant areas is achieved. 
Partnering with organizations is critical to ensuring 
consistency and appropriate rules which drive growth 
in the years to come.

• Claudia Camargo, Tax Partner, BDO Colombia
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BDO US TAX OUTLOOK REPORT

BDO’s Global Tax Outlook research echoes the findings of BDO’s US Tax Outlook research, undertaken 
annually by BDO in the US, with small variation.

BDO undertakes annual research among tax leaders in the US and publishes the BDO US Tax Outlook in 
the Winter of each year. The latest US research was undertaken in November 2019, prior to the COVID-19 
crisis. The timing of the US survey and small differences in organisational profile, make direct comparisons 
between the two studies inadvisable, however the direction of the findings are consistent, and echo many 
of the results we see for the Americas in the Global Outlook research.

Globally there are high levels of uncertainty around the development of tax legislation. 
US tax functions also highlight federal tax reform and legislative change at state and 
local level as a primary issue. Adjusting to continued guidance on federal tax reform or 
legislative changes at the state or local level is the top tax issue in 2020. Keeping up to 
date with regulatory change and compliance is the single biggest challenge for the tax 
function.

The Global Tax Outlook Survey indicates that the use of Total Tax Liability, an understanding 
of and visibility into the sum of all the taxes a business owes at any point in time, is mixed, 
with the Americas being more engaged with the concept than most. In the US Tax Outlook 
US organisations’ understanding and engagement with total tax liability is advanced. In 
part, this will reflect the need in the US to manage multiple layers of taxation – at local, 
state, and federal levels. 

The Global Tax Outlook points to a mixed view on the investment and spend in tax 
technology. The US Tax Outlook findings suggest that US businesses are further in tax 
technology maturity*. However, the tax technology challenges are similar: adapting 
existing technology / integrating legacy infrastructure; keeping up with the rapid pace of 
change; getting buy-in from leadership; training of the tax department to use available 
technology and the ability to quickly adapt to technological change.

* The US participants have a slightly higher proportion of larger organisations, who are typically more mature in their 
adoption of tax technology today. Due to the timing of the US Survey data points could now be lower due to overall 
spend and/or investments being reduced due to COVID-19. In addition, there are some differences in the questions asked 
between the US and the Global survey.
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ASIA-PACIFIC REPORT

COMMENTS

INTRODUCTION

The Asia-Pacific region comprises the smallest proportion (14%) of the global research sample. The six 
countries represented include a larger proportion of higher income countries with more mature tax regimes. 
In the case of Australia and South Korea these countries are active members of the OECD impacted by 
ongoing standards and recommendations developed as part of the OECD’s BEPS initiatives as well as national 
tax reform (e.g. the 2020 Tax Reform in South Korea). As a result the sample does not fully mirror the diversity 
and differences between stages of economic development and of tax regimes normally seen across the Asia-
Pacific region. 

The typical profile of respondents are tax leaders in private organisations. Of those organisations reporting 
their revenues, 44% are mid-sized with revenues between $20-$500m. The region also has a higher 
proportion of organisations that are a subsidiary of an international business, as well as listed and private 
equity backed businesses.

In Asia-Pacific the development of tax legislation is deemed to be more predictable and 
tax authorities more effective at combatting tax evasion relative to other regions.

Keeping up with new regulation is a major priority for Asia-Pacific organisations, although 
less so than other regions. This in part could be due to the development of tax legislation 
being deemed more predictable across the region. 64% in Asia-Pacific say that changes 
in tax legislation are sound and predictable and laws can be readily anticipated. This is 
significantly above the global average. However, a majority (61%) still say that the tax 
authority interpretation of legislation is inconsistent.

• The Asia-Pacific region has performed relatively well 
in terms of responding to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and the region is well placed to emerge with some of 
the strongest and fastest growing economies in the 
world.  This provides an impetus for governments 
and tax authorities in the region to streamline and 
simplify their tax and regulation regimes to help 
businesses located in the area take advantage of 
opportunities that do arise.

• Neil Billyard, Head of Tax, BDO Australia

Location of respondent
35 Responses

Australia

India

Malaysia

Singapore

South Korea

Sri Lanka
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Staying compliant given the increased scrutiny of tax authorities is another major concern for Asia-Pacific organisations.

This is consistent with the finding that tax authorities in the Asia-Pacific region are perceived to be more effective in combatting 
tax evasion and avoidance compared to other regions. 

The tax function is evolving in Asia-Pacific, although it is at a different level of maturity today relative to global peers. 

A greater proportion in Asia-Pacific continue to see tax as compliance focussed relative to other regions. Asia-Pacific is also slightly 
behind in its tax governance and tax risk management maturity relative to the global results. A third of Asia-Pacific organisations 
have no formal tax risk management in place today. While tax functions are expected to move towards tax governance and 
risk management being fully embedded in business processes, this shift is less pronounced in Asia-Pacific relative to the global 
results. 

Board engagement with total tax liability is lower in Asia-Pacific than other regions and is expected to grow more slowly.

Total tax liability is less well understood as a concept in Asia-Pacific than in other regions and is less embedded and factored into 
business decision making. Most organisations (73%) say they are aware of the concept of total tax liability but do not use it, or 
only calculate it sporadically without applying it to business decision making. In two years, the majority (56%) still anticipate 
calculating it sporadically. 

Board engagement with total tax liability is lower in Asia-Pacific than in other regions and is expected to grow more slowly - only 
41% expect the level of Board engagement to increase. Within a two year period engagement is expected to increase, albeit 
more modestly than in other regions.

Tax functions are making modest investments in tax technology and are in the early stages of utilisation and application. 

The key areas for increased efficiencies have been identified as off-the-shelf software for process automation, and technologies 
that support direct tax compliance, tax data management and tax workflow management. 

Organisations in the region are less likely to have a documented tax technology strategy than their global peers, and current 
spending on tax technology is low and is expected to remain modest. 

In Asia-Pacific redefining roles and responsibilities is one of the biggest challenges to implementing new tax technology.

ASIA-PACIFIC REPORT

• With the implementation 
of tax systems and 
development of big data 
analysis capacity, it 
becomes easier for the 
tax authority to grasp an 
organisation’s situation 
and detect abnormal 
matters. This supports 
and is a platform for 
the authorities to 
investigate tax evasion 
and avoidance.

• Rebecca Chen, 
International Tax Director, 
BDO China

COMMENTS

Striving for best practice 
tax compliance as a 
large private company. 

Real estate and 
construction, Asia-Pacific

Increased risk of scrutiny 
and dispute from 
authorities.

Head of Tax, Transport and 
shipping, Asia-Pacific
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KEEP IN TOUCH
The Global Tax Outlook represents a new programme of International Research in 
Tax. In this 2020 study we’ve taken a look at the most important issues business 
leaders are grappling with in Tax, both today and looking two to five years ahead. 
Spanning more than fifty countries – it has provided a window into the challenges 
faced by those responsible for tax in the business. 

To explore the results in more depth go to the BDO Global Tax Outlook hub.

Use the opportunity to discuss the findings and how they relate to your business 
with a member of the local BDO team.

Look out for the latest updates from the Global Tax Outlook programme of 
research.

FINAL OBSERVATIONS
Today, tax is playing a major and often decisive role in the government and 
business responses to the demands thrown up by the COVID-19 pandemic, across 
the globe. This has shone a light on the existing challenges that businesses face in  
dealing with tax matters – and how they manage these into the future. 

In the near-term all businesses will need to keep a sharp focus on cash outflows 
– of which total tax will remain one of the largest outflows – as they try to build 
resilience and prosper in the future.

In the Regional Reporting and Analysis of the Global Tax Outlook 2020 we have 
identified a similar and complex set of challenges facing the leaders of tax across 
each of the three regions of EMEA, the Americas and Asia-Pacific.  The impact of 
the issues and the responses to these differ, sometimes markedly – by region.  
However, the direction is always similar – as tax and a consideration of tax matters 
plays an increasingly important part in the decision making of the business.
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