
Ian: Rochelle, Emily, great to have you on the 
podcast today. Thanks for being here.

Emily: Thanks.

Rochelle: Thanks for having us.

Ian: So, Rochelle, since March, you’ve been 
leading Deloitte Tax’s client response to 
COVID-19. What are some of the things that 
you have seen from our clients and what 
they’ve been focusing on throughout this 
period of time? And have any of those changed 
more recently?

Rochelle: Yeah, as tax professionals, we have 
been very busy since March. It all really started 
with trying to figure out how our teams could 
work in a remote environment, making sure 
that they were safe and also able to get their 
work done. That was really the main focus at 
the beginning. 

And then quickly it shifted to the packages 
around the stimulus of the economy and that 
specifically was the CARES Act, which shortly 
came after, allowing tax benefits around the 
employee retention credit as well as payroll tax 
deferral and other tax benefits that we really 
needed to interpret and figure out the impact 
to our clients, and our clients had to figure out 
the impact to their organizations.

There are significant changes in the business 
happening as a result of the pandemic. That’s 
anything from changes with suppliers, how to 
react to some of the new customer behaviors, 
thinking about just long-term strategy of the 
business. So that was all going on as well as tax 
professionals were handling all the day-to-day 
things. So, reacting to what the business was 
doing was also very relevant during this period 
of time.

And then lastly, really, from the beginning, most 
companies were focused on cash—preserving 
cash—even if they had significant lines of 
credit. So, continuing to identify cash savings 
opportunities from a tax perspective has been 
a focus and continues to be a focus today.

Ian: And Emily, what are some of the pressures 
that corporate tax departments are facing in 
this current environment. What have you been 
hearing from your clients in terms of what 
they’re really trying to deal with here?

Emily: Yeah, I guess I’d say, Ian, that many tax 
departments were already under a significant 
amount of pressure prior to COVID-19 with 
respect to getting the appropriate resources in 
place and really coordinating just a multitude of 
regulatory changes that we were already seeing 
prior to the pandemic.

So, even under traditional kind of pre-
pandemic circumstances, those types of 
changes would cause a significant amount of 
disruption for most global tax departments. 
So now you think about working through those 
challenges in a remote work environment. And 
that’s absolutely heightened the complexity.

But a critical pressure on top of all of that really 
has been the required level of belt tightening 
that the economic conditions are now requiring 
for many companies.

Tax in many cases kind of got a pass in earlier 
finance transformation efforts that involved 
headcount reduction or realignment, and also 
shifts to moving work into a shared service 
center. Many times, tax was excluded from 
those efforts, because it is complex. Or some 
tax departments had just very modest cost 
reduction goals, but we are seeing now that the 
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cost reduction goals are much more aggressive 
in some cases.

And so the challenge of having to think about 
how do you continue to get the work done, 
we’re seeing those types of pressures were 
really start to drive a focus on operating model 
alternatives for tax that can offer efficiencies 
that the tax leaders really may not have felt 
they needed to consider so seriously prior to 
the pandemic.

Rochelle: Emily makes great points around 
cost reduction. We are seeing our clients face 
with more pressure than they have ever seen 
before around cost reduction.

And looking at that, there’s really a few 
different ways that a tax function can 
contribute to cost reduction as part of the 
overall organizational strategy.

First is what Emily was really talking about, 
looking at the tax function itself and thinking 
about ways that efficiency can be improved. 
The other is around tax planning to generate 
cash and reduce overall tax cost. And the third 
would be really about business initiatives that 
are taking place and layering on the tax impact 
of those which may be proactively generate 
more savings if done right.

Ian: So, let’s unpack those three areas, one 
at a time. And Rochelle, let’s start with the tax 
planning to reduce the overall tax cost of the 
organization. What are some of the things that 
clients are focused on right now when it comes 
to that kind of planning?

Rochelle: Yeah, there’s a lot of areas where tax 
can bring value. One big area that we’ve seen a 
lot of clients focusing on is indirect tax savings. 
So that could be your sales and use tax, 
property tax, VAT, customs and global trade, 
credits and incentives.

All of those areas, in most cases, a review can 
be done for prior years, so that drives a lot of, 
in this environment, clients that want to pursue 
refund studies. But also it’s looking forward 
and making sure that those areas are efficiently 
captured and the company is not overpaying in 
the indirect tax areas.

The second area would really be around 
accounting methods. With the CARES Act, it 
allowed us to have a five-year NOL carry-back, 

which could greatly benefit companies in a 
2019 or 2020 NOL and allow them to carry 
back to a 35% tax year. So, it’s an opportunity 
to generate permanent tax savings by really 
enhancing the net operating loss if expected in 
2019 and 2020.

Another area is just revisiting positions. We 
are still seeing a lot of tax legislation coming 
out of the Tax Act. We just recently received 
the GILTI high tax exception, the FDII, and 
the 163J regs. And so, all of those provide 
an opportunity to look back and re-examine 
positions that were taken on prior year returns, 
as well as to reassess those positions on a 
go-forward basis.

The last area that we’re seeing a lot of our 
clients look harder at is just the workforce 
from a tax perspective. And we have a lot of 
employees now working remotely, and so what 
does that do from a cost savings as well as a 
state tax payroll tax perspective. So, thinking 
about expatriate programs is a big area. What’s 
going to happen to those programs, and this 
is a great opportunity to relook at the costs 
involved in and the strategy around those.

Ian: That’s a great view into some of the 
planning. But now I’d like to go to that second 
area with you, Emily, cost savings that can be 
unlocked in a tax department by focusing on 
an operating model. So, take us through what 
that could look like for tax and what are some 

of the potential savings through operating 
models, as well as what maybe are some of 
those benefits.

Emily: Certainly, so we think of operating 
model designed for tax really as a continuum 
across insource, outsource, and what we call 
operate, where a company is relying even 
more heavily on a service provider and their 
technology platforms.

But there can really be any number of 
alternatives across that spectrum, especially 
as you think about that spectrum in relation to 
different areas of tax, different tax processes, 
or in different geographies, et cetera.

So, the thinking around an operating model, it 
really is not a one-size-fits-all type of equation. 
You have to really dive into a bit of a strategic 
conversation with a company around their 
business strategy and where they believe that 
their strengths and opportunities are today 
and then work to design that.

And then those conversations also involve 
what I think of as the levers in an operating 
model design. And those would be talent and 
organization, process, technology, data, and 
finally, governance. And there are plenty of 
challenges and opportunities in each of those 
areas to work through as part of that design 
as well.
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So, in terms of what are the potential benefits 
for tax, we see a wide range of savings that 
are possible, depending on how clients are 
structured across that continuum, across 
geographies and processes, and there’s 
different levers. But it has not been at all 
unusual for us to be able to work with clients 
to accomplish cost reduction. And now that 
companies are also kind of simultaneously 
pursuing other cost reduction initiatives, 
we’re even seeing those potential cost 
reductions climb.

So, I get the question a lot of, “How can that be 
possible?” Let me just share a little bit around 
some of the factors or considerations that we 
see drive those types of savings. One has to do 
with talent.

So, talent in many organizations, we think 
about wanting to free talent up to focus on 
higher value-add activities. People so often are 
just too mired in data manipulation and manual 
tasks, and what one result of that is that talent 
may be paid above the value that they’re 
currently providing to the organization.

So, when you don’t have the right people 
doing the right work, taking another look at 
how you’re getting that work done can drive 
some savings.

The leverage model is very closely tied into 
that talent comment as well. We often find that 
more work, especially around areas involving 
complIance and reporting, more work can 
often be leveraged.

Another factor is around how companies are 
using outsources today. It’s not at all unusual 
for over time companies to have entered into 
a bunch of different contracts with a bunch of 
different outsourcers, and sometimes that’s 
based on a best in class or a best provider in 
each geography type of strategy, and so there 
can be some real reasons for that. But again, 
by consolidating service providers, you can 
often achieve discounted pricing on some of 
the things that you’re already outsourcing, 
and that in and of itself we’ve seen drive some 
significant savings.

Technology cost is probably an obvious 
savings. You’re either going to build or buy the 
technology that you need as a tax function. 
And we are hearing cases where companies are 
willing to invest in technology and other areas, 

but it’s, maybe it’s harder to get the dollars 
to invest in the technology for tax. And so, 
you can then consider how you can eliminate 
the technology costs that you have and also 
benefit for incremental improvements that 
through investments that service providers 
may have made.

Ian: Emily, thanks. That’s great information on 
operating models. And finally, Rochelle, let’s 
talk about that third area, business initiatives 
that may have a tax impact. What are some of 
the possibilities there?

Rochelle: The business is typically making 
quite a few changes to react to the pandemic, 
and that’s not just for the short term, that’s 
really looking out at the long-term strategy, 
how to adapt to our new environment that we 
will most likely have as a result of coming out of 
the pandemic.

Customer behaviors are changing. Suppliers—
there’s definitely risk in the system. So, our 
clients are looking at the supply chain in a 
much different way.

But really when you think about everything that 
a business might be undertaking, there are tax 
impacts to every one of those.

So, one example might be migration to the 
cloud. There are cost savings when you 
think about moving from on-prem to an off-
prem solution. And with the new customer 
behavior, going digital is a trend that we are 
seeing throughout many different industries 
and sectors. 

And so, there are tax opportunities when you 
think about making that move to go digital. 
They could be as nuanced as just looking at 
indirect tax payments on those contracts. Or it 
could be as significant as new IP being created 
as part of a digital transformation where that IP 
should be housed in a low tax jurisdiction. So, 
there is a spectrum of tax planning that should 
be thought of when a company makes a move 
like that.

Supply chain is very similar. As the company 
is looking to make supply chain changes, 
it’s a great opportunity to revisit the global 
structure, the domestic structure, thinking 
about ways to optimize the tax efficiency of the 
supply chain.

Real estate is another area as we look at 
our clients, taking a fresh look at their real 
estate footprint. That will potentially impact 
credits and incentives that they’ve obtained 
historically, and it can also create new 
opportunities around credits and incentives.

And legal business services is another area as 
well as procurement. Assisting legal functions 
in procurement function. Similar as we do 
when Emily described how we work with tax 
functions to put better process technology, 
take a look at the organization itself, we’re also 
seeing a lot of legal functions in procurement, 
look at that as well.

And then M&A transactions as well as 
workforce changes are also part of all these 
things that are impacting the business. 
Companies are doing strategic deals, as 
well as strategic dispositions, and that is 
a pretty typical area where tax can bring 
significant value into those, really looking at 
considerations around GILTI tax rates versus 
picking up at full US rates, for example, if it’s a 
global transaction.

So, lots of tax opportunities and being 
closely tied into what the business is doing is 
another area for tax to really bring value into 
those changes.

Ian: We’ve got time for one last question, and 
Emily, we can start with you on this. Where 
should corporate tax leaders start? Lots of 
great ideas and opportunities, but where do 
they start and how did they balance those 
needs for today with maybe the longer-term 
vision that they have for their tax department?

Emily: Yeah, it’s a great question. And when it 
comes to operating model, tax leaders really 
should start thinking about their alternatives 
in light of that continuum and those different 
levers that we’ve talked about.

And so tactically, I would say, first of all, get 
prepared. Find an advisor that you trust, and 
that is important because these are challenging 
topics and challenging decisions. So, find an 
advisor you trust and have a conversation 
around all of this. Explore your current 
situation and your pain points and talk through 
alternatives that you’ve already considered, 
and then brainstorm about alternatives that 
you may not have considered seriously in 
the past.
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You can then really do some quick analysis to 
start quantifying the potential cost reductions 
and then build out your roadmap and business 
case for what you want to achieve.

The thought I would leave people with is that, 
faced with this pressure to reduce cost, you 
really don’t have to just hunker down and just 
figure out how to keep up with the complexity 
and the volume.

The tax departments that come out of this 
crisis stronger will be those who use the crisis 
to figure out what the right answer is in terms 
of a more flexible and scalable tax operating 
model that will serve them well today, but 
will also allow them to achieve their vision in 
the future.

Ian: And Rochelle, same question for you, 
where should corporate tax leaders start from 
your perspective?

Rochelle: Well, with all the change going on in 
the business, most likely as a reaction to the 
change in our environment, tax just being really 
involved in those conversations, being aware 
of the business decisions that are being made 
is going to be a great place to start to identify 
the tax value that may be associated with those 
initiatives. Those departments that are flexible 
and adaptable, that really are going to invest in 
technology as they move forward, they’re going 
to be the ones that really take the lead and 
get ahead.

So, I do think our digital transformation is 
going to be very apparent in many sectors and 
industries. Customer behavior is going to drive 
a lot of the shifts in the strategy models. And 
one thing we know for sure is that there will 
always be change when we think about tax, 
whether that be new legislation that we have 
new global changes happening, just reacting 

to the business. There’s always going to be 
change, and we need to be ready for that.

Ian: Emily, Rochelle, great information when it 
comes to potential cost savings for tax. Really 
appreciate you coming on the podcast.

Rochelle: Thanks for having us.

Emily: Thanks very much. We enjoyed it.


