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Tax data and analytics – the basics

The phenomenon of ‘big data’ is 
rapidly catching up with the world 
of tax. Gone are the days when tax 
professionals could rely heavily 
on the law and trust implicitly the 
data provided by the finance team 
to provide advice or manage risk. 
Today, the tax professional must also 
demonstrate an aptitude for managing 
and analysing detailed tax data, 
interpreting the data and providing 
clear direction to the business based 
on strong objective analysis. This is 
where the power of data analysis and 
visualisation comes in.

It is true to say that tax professionals 
have always analysed data. Up until 
quite recently, though, we have been 
very reliant on standardised reporting 
generated by accounting and ERP 
systems that are not always configured 
optimally for tax and the ubiquitous 
‘workaround’ using subsidiary 
reporting or spreadsheet applications. 
Generally, as tax professionals we 
seem to have performed well, given 
the tools available.

However, with the advent of accessible 
applications such as Qliksense, 
Tableau and Microsoft BI that 
enable data extraction and reporting 
from multiple data sources, tax 
professionals are increasingly in the 
position where they can ask for or 
create customised reporting, analyse 
millions of transactions, search for 
stray or anomalous accounting entries, 
and automate much of the routine 
processing and onerous consolidation 
of tax data.

This capacity is particularly 
important given the extremely 
complex environment in which 
businesses operate and the ever-
increasing reporting obligations. 

These reporting obligations are not 
limited to tax, however. The regulators 
that oversee the banking, mining, 
telecommunications, insurance 
and pharmaceutical industries, for 
example, all require detailed and 
complex submissions supporting 
key operational and performance 
metrics, from capital adequacy to the 
percentage of dropped calls. 

Add to this the demands for 
commercial analysis of supply chain 
efficiency, customer behavioural 
trends, customer spend and salesforce 
activity, and the list of data-rich 
reporting becomes pretty daunting. 

In the end, tax data is just another 
data set in a vast sea of digitised 
information waiting its turn to be 
analysed and reported. If, as they say, 
data is the new business currency, then 
the tax professional must compete 
for data and grasp the opportunity to 
improve the quality and management 
of data gathered from business 
operations. The benefits to the 
business are clear: insight, visibility, 
accuracy and assurance. 

How can we be 
compliant with new 
transfer pricing 
rules?

Whom  from my 
team is likely to 
leave and how can 
we prevent that?

How can I be sure 
that my tax 
calculation is 
correct?

How can I monetise 
the data that I 
possess? How can I drive 

customer growth 
and loyalty?

How can we predict 
when machines are 
about to break?

What drives 
customer 
dissatisfaction in my 
sector?

How do we digitise 
our supply chain, 
products or business 
model?

Is my sales force 
behaving with proper 
conduct?

How can we 
introduce and 
optimise D&A in our 
organisation?

How can I get the 
most out of my 
current and potential 
customer base?

How can I gain more 
coverage from my 
audit plan?

Competing for data!
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The need for improved analysis and 
enhanced tax reporting has become 
pressing. We know that, globally, 
revenue authorities are driving tax 
collections in an unprecedented way. 
In Africa, this is particularly true of 
economies that are struggling to grow 
because of their reliance on extractive 
industries (coal, gas, diamonds, gold) 
and agriculture to generate the foreign 
currency needed to fund government 
investment and meet social 
obligations. Additionally, the often 
limited capacity of revenue authorities 
to administer tax collection can lead 
to a culture of misunderstanding 
of the business community. 
Unfortunately, such misunderstanding 
can lead to mistrust that hampers 
the communication between 
taxpayers and tax administrators. 
The need to access robust tax data 
to help communication with the 
administrators grows daily.

To meet these new challenges 
effectively, tax functions will need to 
minimise or eliminate much of the 
manual processes that characterise 
day-to-day activity by considering:

• centralising key tax data to facilitate 
access to critical information;

• tax-sensitising ERP and accounting 
systems;

• building reports that draw data 
from multiple data repositories; and

• re-assessing the skills of tax and 
finance personnel so they are ‘fit for 
purpose’.

In essence, the tax function must 
now ‘own’ the flow of tax data from 
the product systems via the business 
warehouse through to the general 
ledger. 

Tax professionals are beginning 
to imagine a tax world where the 
information on which they rely is 
always accurate and it is possible to 
obtain real-time reporting on critical 
tax metrics that facilitates well-
informed decisions for the benefit of 
the business.

This reality can be achieved now. But first, business should determine the type of 
tax management capacity it requires – including to what extent it wishes to use 
technology. The graph below depicts the tax data maturity curve that applies 
commonly to all data-driven businesses. The tax function should aim to move 
along the maturity curve towards automation and predictive analysis, ultimately 
transforming the tax function to one that acts on timely, complete and insightful 
data.
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What’s the value to the 
business?

• Increased visibility of, insight into 
and access to own tax data;

• Analysis of complete data 
populations across multiple ERP 
and product systems;

• Reduction in compliance costs 
through simplified, automated 
reporting;

• Availing of tax resources for 
planning and strategic thought to 
assist the business; and

• Increased ability to challenge the 
tax authorities.

Once better-quality data can be 
accessed regularly, the next big 
question is: What will tax professionals 
do with it? The next step in harnessing 
access to detailed tax data is putting 
the data to value-added use – the 
process of tax transformation.

For more information 
contact Gerard Soverall on 
gerard.soverall@pwc.com
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