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For some time, EY has worked with many organizations 
who want to understand how tax can be best handled 
as part of a shared service center (SSC) environment, 
particularly where their enterprise is undergoing some 

Inspired by the increasing 
frequency of this question and 
on the basis of our learning 
over the years in supporting 
organizations to address the 
challenges it raises, this report 
has been designed to challenge 
and expand thinking on how to 
gain best value for tax in this 

This report will discuss the 
major stages in the SSC life 
cycle and how tax might be 
impacted or incorporated 

The themes discussed and 
principles outlined are broadly 
applicable to both large and 
small organizations, and to 
organizations operating out of 
and into various geographies 

Our experience over the years 
has also indicated that there 
are a number of core topics 
or themes that need to be 
considered in order to provide 
complete value to organizations 
in this space, including the 
following which we address in 
this report:

• Establishment of a clear 
operating model 

• Addressing the people 
agenda 

• Clarity around processes 
• Governance risk and control 

mechanisms
• Structure and plans around 

data and technology 

Jon Dobell
EY Global Leader,  
Global Compliance and Reporting
Tel: +61 2 8295 6949
Email:
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Setup When considering setting up a tax SSC, what are 
the issues and considerations that organizations 
should contemplate, and what tax functions and 
activities should they look to transfer?

Description

Basic effectiveness

Ongoing improvement

Sustainability

Future focus

When tax is still an emerging activity or process 
within the SSC environment, we consider how to 
identify leading practice and gain value from the 
transition.

When advising a maturing SSC, we look 

shared service environment.

For the mature tax SSC looking to “move up the 
value curve” in tax processes and activities, we 
highlight considerations relevant to building a long-

around evolving tax needs for the organization.

In this section, we look at the impact that 
emerging technologies, including robotics and 

and activities in a tax SSC. 

Stage
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Setup of the tax SSC

Charting your course
Ever since the 1990s, organizations have been moving offshore 

looking to drive standardization and improve compliance across 
the business; some leading organizations are also using SSC 
structures to build out their next generation of global tax and 

squarely in the spotlight as a candidate for moving offshore or 

What is your tax SSC strategy?

into an SSC environment, it is important that you have an 
overarching strategy which outlines what you are trying to 

organizations need to consider as part of this strategy are:

• The main outcomes that you are trying to achieve and how 
these align to your future state tax operating model

• The types of activities that you are planning to move to the 
SSC, such as repetitive and routine tasks, tasks requiring 
physical presence, standardized and scalable tasks, or even 
components of an existing process that you might choose to 
break up

1
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• The order in which you should move these activities to the SSC 
and from which regions

• Where they should be moved (such as onshore, nearshore, 
offshore or multi-shore), which will normally depend on your 

• The dependencies
activity to occur in the SSC

• Check if these tasks can be improved as part of the shared 
services transition process or simply be a “lift and shift” 

a later stage, along with the pros and cons of each approach

Starting off on the right foot is key — without this strategic 

Which tax processes do I move to 

Tax has traditionally been seen as a function that is technical in 

spend over 50% of their time on low-value tasks, such as data 

has resulted in many large organizations moving these activities 

few of the low-value tax activities we commonly see being moved 
into the SSC in “tranche 1”:

• Indirect tax activities, such as report running, basic data entry 
and data validation

• Tax reporting activities, such as report running, reconciliations 
and basic data entry

• Tax compliance activities, such as report running, 
reconciliations and tax software data entry

For many organizations, it is only after these activities have been 
successfully moved to an SSC environment that organizations 
look to move up the value curve by shifting higher-value 
activities, such as international tax reporting, tax forecasting and 

Learning lessons from organizations 
where the tax SSC failed to achieve 
its original objectives
If you have yet to move any of your tax activities to an SSC, you 
are in a fortunate position, in that you can learn from others who 

why tax SSC initiatives falter or fail:

• Lack of end state vision and tax SSC strategy

• Poor executive sponsorship, coupled with lack of ongoing 
executive communications and expectations management

process with a lack of focus on continuous improvement

“performance drops”

• Lack of consideration for how the onshore and offshore teams 
will work together, including an often overlooked issue around 
the minimal training provided to the onshore team in relation 
to why this change is occurring and how their roles will change 
as a result of the tax SSC

The following negative outcomes of the above mistakes can 
result in the tax function moving backward instead of forward:

• Increased cost of compliance

• Inferior quality of work, resulting in increased tax risk

• Lost credibility with senior executives

• Increased employee dissatisfaction

• In some instances, the SSC arrangement being determined as 
a “failure” and the activities being reversed

Key success factors

success factors from organizations that have successfully moved 
tax activities into an SSC:

• Process: Select the most appropriate tax processes to be 
moved to the SSC initially, then understand the tax process 
intimately (via process mapping) and identify areas within the 

requirement to move the entire end-to-end tax process to the 

aspects of the process that require little judgment and can be 

• The important role of technology: Don’t forget about 
the important role that technology has to play in the 

standardization, so a process that consists of hundreds of 

a technology solution which leverages cloud platforms, and 
disruptive technologies, such as robotics process automation 
(RPA), also need to be taken into consideration when 

• Training and people readiness: A lot of SSCs live or die by 
the quality of the training and the level of investment in the 

SSC is hard enough, but this issue will be compounded if the 

not only deliver poor quality work, but will be more likely to 

to people or cultural concerns should also form a part of the 
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• Good governance:
key to not only an effective transition but also sustainability 

governance model around the SSC, including appointing a 
tax SSC leader who is responsible for all aspects of the tax 
operations in the SSC across people, process and technology — 
this role generally cannot be done by someone “on top of their 

• 
activities is key when considering which tax processes to move 
to the SSC, but is also critical to the day-to-day sustainability of 

There is much that can be learned from early adopters, so 
tapping into this knowledge base is key to ensuring that you do 

such as EY, playing a key role in what is still seen as a very 
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Driving basic effectiveness

Is this tax function or process working as planned and how can 

How to evaluate your SSC tax 
operating model or process 
effectiveness
First, evaluate where you are now against the business case and 

that are working well, processes that need to be improved or 
additional communications that may be needed to smooth a 

this phase, we believe the following four key focus areas are 
critical for effective tax SSC operation:

• Process

• People

• Technology

• Governance

Process 
Setting the right process in place — and getting it to work 

the local country to the SSC, the nature of work now being 
performed in-country and a review of the original process 

example:

• 
standardized and more reliant on local knowledge than other 

has the information it needs to complete its assigned tasks and 

2
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• Refocus local resources:

Despite this being a part of the business case, it may be 

with both the country tax teams and the business units on the 
progress and use the feedback to better manage and measure 

• Improve process documentation: The migration to an SSC 

the SSC processes have settled down and these documents are 
used in real life, there will undoubtedly be updates to content 

People
If the people strategy is not operating well, the tax SSC will 
struggle with lack of clarity over responsibilities, high staff 
turnover and gaps in technical knowledge resulting in poor return 

• Aligning of roles and responsibilities: The alignment of the 
relationships of tax SSC staff with the other business units 

needs to be a clear alignment of roles and responsibilities, and 
where accountability and ownership lie, in order to maintain 
the effective transition of tax processes and ensure that 

to tax professionals, who in the past may have had a more 

• Understanding motivations and goals: Getting this right 

of knowledge, where the SSC function is relatively small 

completely undermine any initial progress and business 

loss of knowledge include detailed onboarding procedures, 
documentation of processes in training manuals, strong focus 
on goal setting and continuous professional development for 

• Keeping up with multi-country technical changes: In 
light of constant changes in tax laws and different taxation 
regimes across the world, how will the tax SSC keep abreast 

with country teams or advisors, or have a rotation program 

time with those local country teams so as to maintain technical 

Technology
Technology and process go hand in hand, and the move to a 
tax SSC not only provides opportunities to reduce duplication 
of solutions and cost, it also helps look for further productivity 
gains:

• Tax technology road map: Consider all tax technology needs, 

management, and tax data management; then, prioritize them 

based platforms also allows for a data-centric model to be 
adopted as part of the set up, and supports the effectiveness 

that can be standardized globally, such as tax provisioning, 

these tools can help evaluate the appropriate solution for your 

• Rapid response to critical issues:
on technology come with apprehension; is there enough 
expertise on hand to resolve system issues and identify 

problems with new technology or new usage patterns on 
legacy systems, but organizations that are able to respond 

• Collaboration tools:
challenges and there are a number of technology solutions 

management tools and communications technologies working 

Governance

processes or activities into the SSC, but fail to consider putting 

is essential to consider a mechanism to monitor ongoing service 

the following:

• Performance management: KPIs should be based on realistic 
expectations, allowing for the current state of the tax SSC 

• Change management: Ongoing, strong and structured change 
management and communication processes are required 

communicating quick wins, explaining strategy changes, 
managing any negative situations and minimizing adverse 

• Strategic governance: Ensure that there is a governance 
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Ongoing improvement — 
managing a maturing tax SSC

After setting up and achieving basic effectiveness, how do you 
manage a maturing tax SSC where the initial tranche of tax 
processes has been moved to the SSC and further improvements 

At this semi-mature stage, tax SSCs are looking to move forward 

few years and are seeking to move more sophisticated tax 

improvement is usually a tax SSC optimization framework that 
outlines the key attributes of a “healthy” SSC and provides a 

Some of the key matters that might be found in a tax SSC 
optimization framework at this stage of the tax SSC life cycle are:

• Governance

• Operating model

• People

• Process

• Data and technology

3
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Governance

over, it is time to take stock and assess if the objectives of the tax 

the momentum of the establishment phase without the energy 
of the implementation team, but continued enthusiasm and good 
governance are key if a culture of continuous improvement is to 

need to:

• Monitor the changing role of the tax function and ensure 
alignment: In this new era of ongoing regulatory change and 
digital technology, there is lot of pressure both externally and 
internally for the tax function to change roles from being a 

changing role, it is important that the tax SSC is constantly 
monitoring the role of the broader tax function to ensure that 
it is aligned and aware of any changes coming further down 

• Establish a continuous stakeholder communication 
strategy: One of the key pitfalls we see in many tax SSCs 

in a lack of recognition of any successes or achievements, 
a potential lack of future investment in the tax SSC, and a 
misalignment between the tax SSC strategy and the wider 

is relatively easy to set up and has a far-reaching effect as it 
provides connectivity with key stakeholders and the rest of the 

• A business case for further improvement: In order for the 
tax SSC to continue to move up the value curve, there will 
be a need for further spend and key stakeholders need to 

Operating model
At this stage, it is likely too early to make major operating model 
changes, but it would be wise to consider if the current operating 
model is achieving its desired results:

• Consider how the SSC is tracking against the original 
plan: Are there any operating model issues or root causes to 

current SSC is faring compared with others at this stage in its 

• Consider the cost of the current tax SSC
optimization been achieved or is there an underlying issue that 
needs to be addressed before further investment is made in 

• Consider what the right balance between onshore and 
offshore activities is: As part of the process review exercise, 
a high-level review of the onshore versus offshore activities 
should be conducted to ensure that the desired balance is 

• Consider best practices in the market: As part of the design 
phase, a number of operating models would have to be 
considered, such as:

 • Localization 

 • SSC

 • Center of Excellence (CoE)

 • Outsourced 

Therefore, it is important to review whether the current 
operating model is working and whether anything needs to be 

a more mature tax SSC, is a great way to identify any areas of 

People
Once the tax SSC is a few years old, it is a good time to review 
the resourcing model to ensure that the current resource pool is 
achieving the desired results:

• Is there a mix of expertise in the current tax SSC? Is 

Is there the right balance between execution, experience 

the results of this review can then inform the future hiring 

• Is the current team motivated to succeed and do you have 
a strategy in place to retain the best staff? Experience has 

need to have a strategy to retain your best staff, otherwise 

consider are: 

 • Remuneration 

 • Quality of work 

 • Firm culture

 •  Opportunity to travel to headquarters and opportunities to 
move up the chain of command to managerial positions

• Is there a potential for third-party outsourcing? A third 

potential for outsourcing if the current expertise is not there 

• Is there a robust knowledge retention strategy? The tax 
SSC itself will start to develop its own valuable Intellectual 
Property (IP), so having a comprehensive knowledge retention 
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strategy is critical, as the loss of a few key staff members can 

strategies, such as:

 •  Regular staff training or best practice sharing sessions

 •  Continuous improvement of process documentation

 •  Utilization of technologies, such as SharePoint, to house all 
documents in a central or accessible location 

that critical knowledge is held by the group (not just key 
individuals)

Process

transferred to the tax SSC, it is time to improve these processes 
and identify the next tranche of more complex processes to be 

be operating in a continuous improvement phase if it is to have 

at this medium-term stage:

• Some level of process re-engineering should be considered: 
Do this as part of this phase of operation to ensure that 
current processes are operating at an optimal level and bad 

engineering exercise to ensure that the culture of continuous 

• The current tax processes must be evaluated against 
best practices: This is also a key activity to conduct at this 

information against which you can benchmark your current tax 
processes, especially when it comes to alignment or handoffs 

This benchmarking exercise can be conducted as part of the 

• Regular visits from onshore tax staff should become 
common practice: 
tax processes is key to establishing a culture of continuous 

a good working culture in the tax SSC, where interaction with 
onshore tax specialists occurs on a regular basis and should be 

learn from their onshore colleagues and helps them develop 

Data and technology

required at this early stage of the tax SSC, it is an ideal time to 
conduct a robust post-implementation review to identify areas of 

• Is the desired or planned level of automation of tax 
processes in the SSC being achieved? In line with the 
continuous improvement environment, it is a good time to 
review the level of automation in the tax SSC and identify the 

• What is the level of tax sensitization in the enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) system and can this be further 
improved? Evaluate how the tax SSC is using the ERP data and 

• Are collaboration tools being used effectively? This is to 
ensure that there is good and systematic planning in the 

technology is changing, the tax SSC should not be operating 

will inhibit processes being operated at their optimal level, and 

• Does the tax SSC have a technology road map? If so, how 
does this align to the broader tax technology road map and 

such as secure cloud based platforms that facilitate a data 
centric operating model, along with RPA and AI, are sure to 
have an impact on the tax function and the tax SSC, so it is 
important to stay in touch with what is happening in the wider 
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Sustainability for the 
mature tax SSC

SSC will need to consider its responses to the following factors:

into this model

activities

What makes a tax SSC different?
Compared with having the tax team geographically spread and 
all essentially doing the same thing, such as compliance, it is 

• There is consistency in how the services are provided and 

performs it, notwithstanding the fact that the person is not 

in-country, such as someone who understands tax interaction 

the scarcity of talent and the relatively high cost of expertise, 

• The tax function is allowed to focus on the value-added 

• There is more control and visibility, as information and 
decisions come back to the group tax function, allowing better 

key differences are:

1.  Tax SSC is knowledge-based and not process-oriented: A 

Thus, the tax SSC staff need to understand the facts and the 
necessary rules in order to make correct assessment of what 

4
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2.  Tax SSC has external stakeholders, such as tax authority 
and external public:
which are external to the organization and its goals requires 
agility, especially in this environment of increasing tax 

3.  Tax SSC is regulatory-driven: It depends on local tax rules 
in each jurisdiction, so consistency of process may be a key 

Evolving tax operating models
Sustaining the position of the tax SSC cannot be pursued without 

tax function has no choice but to adapt to these changes and 
come up with a tax operating model that takes these changes 

technology within the organization and the technological or 

digital capabilities of tax authorities around the world mean 

Speed and agility to respond to tax needs in this new world, while 
continuing to balance costs, talent shortages and the level of tax 

In this environment, the continual re-evaluation of your tax 
function is needed, and an important piece of the puzzle will be 
how the tax SSC is geared up to support the tax needs of the 

The evolution of the SSC and its greater maturity will mean that 
the tax SSC is able to take on more — it is able to broaden its 
scope of services and the number of tax processes it is involved 
in, such as transfer pricing (TP) documentation and country-

processes, such as decision support, extraction of data and 
analysis, and running data analytic tests from a risk management 

Current trends

Localized model SSC, CoE and local 

Mainly decentralized model
Mostly local activities

Centralized, transactional
activities at SSC
High value at CoE and outsource
provider 
Necessary local tasks are 
retained in-house.

SSC, CoE and outsourced

Centralized, transactional
activities at SSC
High-value activities at CoE
Necessary local tasks largely
outsourced to third-party provider

Traditional

Definitions
CoE — centralized hub carrying out high-value activities for a number of entities or geographies
SSC — center carrying out transactional activities for a number of entities or geographies
Outsourced — third-party specialist carrying out activities locally or centrally on behalf of the organization

Local finance SSC CoEOutsourcedKey:
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Another key feature of the evolving tax SSC is the further 

direction of the tax SSC, some important considerations at this 
stage are:

• In view of the increasing size of the tax SSC, do you then 
consider outsourcing the more transactional pieces of the 

1

• As you seek to go higher up the value chain, are there pieces 
requiring highly technical tax skills that you might want your 
tax service provider to provide or even be integrated with the 

• Are you considering setting up your own COEs2 to take on 
tax processes that require highly specialized tax skills, such 
as decision-making, maintaining relationships with tax and 
governmental bodies, tax risk management, tax technical, tax 

of the specialized tax requirements, is it better to set up a 
separate tax CoE for this purpose, given the lack of people with 

The answers to the questions above will depend on your 
particular circumstances, but the reality is that we see a hybrid 
of some of these models working together with the other 
components in a symbiotic way to provide optimum results, given 

Business “unusual” 
Shared service operating models are built on routine recurring 

service level agreements (SLAs) and KPIs that are used to 

also be structured around this understanding of what the process 

1 

very different from normal transactional processes in that the 
volume of work is driven in part by unplanned or ad hoc events 
caused by regulatory developments (something we term as 
business “unusual”), such as:

• Tax audit and controversy

for data from governments

• Project work, such as system implementation or ad hoc 
management reporting on tax-related issues

Scalability needs to be built into the tax function to handle these 

reaction when this is suggested to SSC leaders is that it is just 

Planned improvements are always put aside; recognition for the 
additional ad hoc work is seldom given (since there is no KPI for 
it); and more importantly for the organization, the timeliness and 

this is an estimate in addition to planned activities, but putting 
some thought into this will also help explain and educate users 
regarding the cost of their requests to the tax SSC, the need and 
value that these ad hoc requests bring to the organization, and 

tied to the remuneration mechanism upon which the tax SSC 

People 
Finally, the last and possibly most important consideration for 
the sustainability of tax processes in an SSC is whether the right 

perspective in a tax SSC, we need the following characteristics:

• Career progression: It is important for talent to identify the 
big picture, to be able to see beyond what they currently do in 

• Learning: Tax SSC should be focused on constantly improving 
their talent from a technical, process and business knowledge 
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• Innovation versus process-orientated 
focus: As we enter into business 
as usual, the focus of the tax SSC 
should be on innovation or business 
process re-engineering rather than just 

 Also, when considering sustainability, 
the main issue for the tax SSC 
personnel is the lack of business context 
when they analyze; hence, they often 
lack the ability to make decisions 

Another key risk area is the technical 
tax understanding — hence, more 

• Here are some ideas to consider: 

rotation programs into and out of the 

business partner roles into the SSC to 

employees from the tax SSC to support 
markets or tax group as junior analysts 
to learn from more senior tax business 

business knowledge to spread into 
the tax SSC organization, while at the 
same time, help the external tax SSC 
users, such as Group Tax, understand 
how best to use the tax SSC personnel, 
their strengths and weaknesses, and 

longer term, promote success stories of 
talent from the tax SSC who have been 
placed in the broader tax function as 
business leads or process leads, or of 
talent from the SSC who have gone on 

In short, the tax SSC should be seen as 
an avenue for the development of tax 
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Toward the future

Even after successfully addressing all of the above, there is no 

impact that emerging technologies, including robotics and AI, will 
have on tax processes and activities, and more broadly, how we 

Should tax be considered a core 
activity for your business?

organization, how much time, energy and investment should be 
put into the ongoing management and evolution of tax in an SSC 

Since EY developed its global operating model several years 
back, we have worked with a number of organizations assessing 
the same question, and we have built tax SSCs on behalf of some 
companies as well as taken on tax SSC resources from others 

The real question as you consider the multitude of future 
changes around the tax space is whether you believe your tax 
SSC will continue in a sustainable fashion to deliver ongoing and 

5
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The data and technology revolution
It pays to be up to speed with where technology is heading and 
how the increasing importance of not only data, but the quality 
and source of that data in your organization will impact the 

Disrupt me
The last several years have seen the tax technology market 

an SSC environment where you can run consistency of process 
standardization and scale teams, they have supported in 

on top of risk reduction where they have generally replaced a 
web of Excel spreadsheets and various other nonstandard point 

trend and changing the face of tax technology solution sets:

1.  Exponential increase in technology sophistication and 
capability:

on how you might look to utilize AI to drive real value in a 

in truth, technologies that were not really prevalent even 
18 months ago in the tax functions are now widely available 

appears to be no deceleration in the speed at which these 

2.  Falling cost of technology: Everything in the IT space, from 
hardware to software, is relatively much cheaper now than 

cost of computing power halves every two years), this has 

that a program to build, develop and deploy a data lake was 

predictive analytics program up and running has materially 

3.  Rise of the digital natives:

internet has killed off the VCR and technology is transforming 

they cannot understand why their workforce does not run the 

disrupted; what often started as cost arbitrage play now 
fundamentally requires the business case to be revisited, since 

“thinking” part of tax, the higher value-add component, is 

than kicking off an implementation of a mega-system built by 

not in the immediate future, but certainly in the coming years; if 

Who builds the technology?

and tax organizations, so we can expect to see more of that 

8–16 times the delivery output of a human, it will have a material 

Data lakes are also now at the forefront of the sophisticated tax 

to prove some of the core promises of minimizing the cost and 

The rise of secure, cloud based technology platforms are 
also allowing organisations to revisit their overall technology 

solutions, all of which had their own data structure, which meant 

effort to be readily shifted between in house and outsource, as 

organizational data to drive tax insight, and perhaps layer a 
natural language processing feature on top, so you can “google” 

As regulators digitize globally, direct connectivity of regulators 

and others are driving toward fully digital systems, where 

transaction data across to the authorities — sometimes daily or 

it will still take some time for this to permeate across a majority 
of countries, tax SSCs will strike this issue earlier in the process 

tax returns required, what are your tax SSC teams going to do 
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Recognizing the challenges around this space, EY developed 

with corporate enterprise system developers, upstream 
accounting systems and niche technology players who focus 

environment, carrying out discrete tasks, and the deployment 
of integrating technologies across a series of source systems 

Impact on SSC activities

Processes change from the old world of preparation or 
processing of a return to more inquisitive ways of:

• Reviewing exceptions

• Running analytics

• Looking for organizational value

Tax SSCs need to be nimble around processes and adopt an agile 

six months mapping processes and transferring knowledge if the 
underlying processes become redundant through technology 

SSCs are also uniquely placed to identify and act on predictive 
future events, so organizations need to add new processes to 

tax function and an SSC should drive real insight for the 

as whether the location of your SSC is right, given the future skill 

aggregation of higher-value skill sets that can derive real value 
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SSC people impact
Given these changes, the talent aspect often becomes the 

These challenges are not unique to SSCs; they are aligned with 
challenges around the “Tax Professional of the Future,” more 

you are likely to need a combination of the following skill sets to 
remain effective:

• Taxologists

• Accounting skill sets

• Data scientists

• Deep tax technical skills

Managing it all

having accountability and a clear process to identify and uncover 

deploying an innovation leader or group in your tax function and 

The other question to be addressed is: do you still really want 

critical mass or invest the time and resources to keep up with 

be assured of an SSC function that is kept up-to-date, and by 
choosing the right business partner that does it for a living, you 

running an SSC is not a “set and forget” activity, even when 

will affect all parts of your business, and harnessing it for your 
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