
How are companies 
preparing for the new 
senior accounting officer 
requirements?
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Budget 2009 introduced requirements 
for the senior accounting officer (SAO) 
of large companies and groups to 
report to HM Revenue & Customs 
(HMRC) on the adequacy of their 
accounting systems for tax returns.  
The SAO will be personally responsible 
for complying with these new 
requirements.

Developing an appropriate strategy 
for compliance will be a key challenge 
for many companies over the coming 
months and PricewaterhouseCoopers 
LLP (PwC) has surveyed a group of tax 
professionals1  to see how companies 
plan to deal with the new SAO 
requirements. 

1	 Survey of 75 tax professionals polled on 15 September 2009 at 
an International Corporate Tax Association event.
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How is SAO perceived within your organisation?

34% of companies polled saw the SAO regime as requiring a reasonably significant 
exercise to ensure compliance, but at the same time roughly the same number saw it as an 
opportunity to drive improvements such as reducing manual interventions.

These survey results suggest that most companies are taking compliance with the 
rules seriously. The inclusion of a personal liability for the SAO and, more generally, the 
overarching governance considerations raised by an obligation of this nature are important 
drivers here. The relatively high number of companies seeing SAO as a positive move is 
certainly interesting. It suggests that many tax functions recognise the efficiency savings 
that could be achieved through improving the quality of initial data, rather than depending on 
back end review by the tax function.

The fact that 90% of respondents preferred not to sign a qualified certificate with 38% 
wanting to avoid it at all costs was consistent with the view that SAO would need to be 
taken seriously.

Expected

Indifferent

Not preferred

Avoid at all costs

38%

7%
3%

52%

Opportunity to 
drive improvements

Requires a reasonably 
significant exercise 
to justify sign off

Minor inconvenience

Our CRM has told us 
not to worry about it - 
so we aren't!

32%

34%

32%

2%

What is your attitude 
to signing a qualified 
certificate?

How is SAO perceived 
within your organisation?
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Do you have a plan for complying with the SAO requirements?

Most companies polled are either starting or planning projects to ensure compliance.

Most companies appear to have decided that starting work on SAO before the first year 
begins makes sense. Certainly conducting the risk assessment phase of any project prior to 
commencement would be sensible as this will then allow problem areas to be identified and 
remediation strategies to be determined in a timely fashion. 

Yes, agreed internally 
and discussed 
with CRM

Yes, and agreed 
internally

Yes, but hasn't 
gone further than 
the tax department

No

40%

10%

13%

37%

No, I'm comfortable that our 
systems and processes are 
fine and I can easily prove this

No, but we will 
do so at some 
point during the 
first financial year

No, but we intend to start 
one before the beginning 
of our financial year

Yes

39%

6%

25%

30%

Have you started an SAO 
project or review?

Do you have a plan for 
complying with SAO?
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52% of companies surveyed have discussed SAO with their client relationship manager 
(CRM) at HMRC, of which 10% have agreed their plans for compliance.

In detail

In passing

No

48%

8%

44%

Have you discussed SAO 
with your CRM?
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Who will be the SAO?

Of the companies polled, most appear to have already concluded who their SAO should be.

Whilst on the face of it, CFOs were always likely to meet the test of ‘the director or officer 
of the company who has overall responsibility for the company’s financial accounting 
arrangements’, nevertheless, the number of major multinationals who have opted to appoint 
their CFO as SAO gives some indication of the prominence it is being given in many groups.

Don't know

Other

UK CFO/Controller 
(inbounds)

Group Financial Controller

Group CFO

50%

5%

31%

5%

9%

Who do you expect to act 
as SAO?
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What are the key risk areas and challenges?

Whilst the SAO regime covers a range of different taxes and looks at the totality of processes 
and systems used to support tax compliance, the surveys indicate a number of areas of 
particular concern.

80% of companies surveyed rated business and finance systems as the factor they were 
most concerned about in ensuring compliance with the SAO regime. This was also the 
highest rated area of concern for inbounds, although business complexity and volume of 
transactions also featured.

The focus on VAT and PAYE comes as no great surprise. Whilst poor quality accounting 
information can cause problems for any tax, the transactional nature of VAT and PAYE and 
the reliance on non-tax staff to make appropriate decisions regarding treatments, coding etc. 
rightly make them important concerns for many companies.

Tax processes and controls 
and/or the individuals pulling 
together the tax numbers

The tax systems (e.g. 
computation software, 
mapping tools, spreadsheets)

The interface between 
business systems and 
the tax department

The business and finance 
systems, static data and 
the people using them 
(e.g. ERP, fixed asset 
system, trading systems)

80%

10%
3%

7%

Other - 1%Customs and 
Excise duties - 1%

Stamp taxes

PAYE

VAT

Corporation tax

22%19%

54%

3%

What factor are you 
most concerned about in 
meeting this challenge?

Which taxes do you 
believe have the greatest 
inherent risks?
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This publication has been prepared for general guidance on matters of interest only, and does not constitute 
professional advice. You should not act upon the information contained in this publication without obtaining specific 
professional advice. No representation or warranty (express or implied) is given as to the accuracy or completeness 
of the information contained in this publication, and, to the extent permitted by law, PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP, its 
members, employees and agents accept no liability, and disclaim all responsibility, for the consequences of you or 
anyone else acting, or refraining to act, in reliance on the information contained in this publication or for any decision 
based on it. 

© 2009 PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP. All rights reserved. ‘PricewaterhouseCoopers’ refers to PricewaterhouseCoopers 
LLP (a limited liability partnership in the United Kingdom) or, as the context requires, the PricewaterhouseCoopers 
global network or other member firms of the network, each of which is a separate and independent legal entity.


