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Finance function focus:
How chief tax officers are
rewriting the role of tax

The modern chief tax officer is part
strategist, part operator, and part talent
builder—rewriting the tax function for a
more complex, capital-conscious era.
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The CTO as a business
strategist and leader

A

Tools and data are important—but at
the end of the day, you need to be in
sync with the strategic plan. If you are
not aligned with the strategic plan, how
can you be a strategic contributor?”

A(

Tax is often a receiver of information.
If you don't have the relationships
and if you are not proactive,

you will be a play behind.”
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In recent years, the tax function has undergone a quiet but profound transformation
in many of the largest companies across the United States. Chief tax officers (CTOs)
describe a world in which tax has moved well beyond compliance and reporting
into the center of strategic decision-making—helping to shape capital deployment,
M&A, supply chain, and ultimately, shareholder value.

To understand what this means for tax officers and their functions, we spoke with 15
CTOs who have worked at Fortune 500 organizations. Their experiences point to a
new mandate in which tax leaders are assessed not only on technical accuracy, but
also on how they unlock cash, inform capital allocation, and anticipate regulatory risk.

This article explores how that mandate is reshaping the CTO role, tax department
operating models, and the capabilities required of the next generation of tax leaders.

The leaders we spoke with were unanimous: tax is now expected to be a strategic
partner to the organization's key decision-makers, not just an effective function.

In many organizations, major decisions simply do not move forward until tax has
weighed in. Whether evaluating acquisitions, structuring divestitures, redesigning
supply chains, or planning other cash deployment such as share repurchases, tax is
being brought in at the inception of the discussion—not as an after the fact checker
of the numbers.

In turn, this has created new priorities for CTOs’ knowledge and reputation within
companies. A CTO of a financial technology company stated, “You should be seen
as a business leader who is in tax, versus just the tax leader.” Another leader of a
healthcare solutions entity commented, “Tools and data are important—but at the
end of the day, you need to be in sync with the strategic plan. If you are not aligned
with the strategic plan, how can you be a strategic contributor?”

To operate effectively at this level, the CTO must be viewed as a trusted partner by
other organizational leaders. Being proactive in forming and maintaining relationships
across the company is the key. The CTO of a global chemicals company shared, “If
you are not getting in front of the business early and often, and proactively scheduling
touch bases and other meetings, you are missing opportunities.” And another
commented, “Tax is often a receiver of information. If you don't have the relationships
and if you are not proactive, you will be a play behind.”

Several CTOs shared that many organizations have shifted the metrics for measuring
their tax obligation—a seemingly minor change that has driven tax's evolution

into a more strategic function. For years, effective tax rate (ETR) dominated the
conversation. Today, while ETR is still a focus point, many leaders say boards and
CFOs are increasingly focused on cash tax and its direct impact on liquidity, internal
rate of return (IRR), and the ability to reinvest. In an environment of macro volatility
and tighter capital, the question is less of, “What is the rate?” and more of, “"How
does tax planning support our cash and growth agenda?”
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A broader remit and
deeper business
integration

A(

Tax is one of the few functions that
sees everything end to end.”

New operating models
and cost pressures
on departments

A(

By focusing the department on
truly value-add work, employees
are more engaged and can clearly
see the impact they have. This, in
turn, serves as a powerful retention
tool for top talent, who both feel,
and are, genuinely appreciated.”
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As tax becomes more strategic, the remit of the CTO often expands. Many CTOs
now have formal or informal responsibility for adjacent areas such as treasury, real
estate, global trade compliance, and government affairs, among other functions.’

CTOs we spoke with largely welcomed the change, seeing these additions as

a natural extension of tax’s unique vantage point across capital structure, legal
entities, regulation, and risk. When tax and treasury are aligned, for example,
companies can better optimize where cash sits, how it moves, and how capital is
returned to shareholders.

Tax leaders should embrace their cross-functional oversight as a comparative advantage
within the organization—as one tax leader for a global pharmaceutical business
commented, “Tax is one of the few functions that sees everything end to end.”

At the same time, tax is becoming more intentionally embedded in day-to-day
business operations.

Several CTOs described how they ensure that tax points of contact are aligned with
regional CFOs, business unit heads, and dedicated deal teams. Others highlighted
regular touchpoints with supply chain, R&D, procurement, and M&A as effective
ways to “stay in the room” as decisions are formed, rather than being limited

to reacting after the fact. One tax leader from a consumer products company
commented, “The walls of the tax function can't be your boundary. Either formally
or informally, the chief tax officer should have a broader perspective and support
across functions.”

CTOs uniformly stressed that the most effective tax functions are those that translate
technical rules into business outcomes and speak the language of operators, not
just of the tax code.

Rethinking how tax departments are structured and resourced lies behind tax's
strategic evolution—especially in a volatile environment where all corporate
functions are under cost scrutiny.

CTOs consistently cited three pressures: rising complexity, persistent cost constraints,
and a talent market where high-caliber tax professionals are in short supply. In
response, many organizations are moving from a purely in-house model toward
cosourcing—outsourcing repeatable compliance, data, and “blocking-and-tackling”
work while keeping planning, modeling, and other value-add efforts in-house.

This hybrid approach is not just about cost. Leaders emphasized flexibility—being
able to scale support up and down, tap into specialized expertise, and avoid
whiplash hiring and layoffs through cycles. Interim talent can also play an important
role in this model. Used strategically, interim leaders and experts can help tax
functions bridge unexpected gaps, bring in targeted expertise at necessary
moments, and ease the burden on internal teams while roles are being filled or
priorities are changing.?

Technology, especially Al and advanced tax data tools, is the other key lever cited

by CTOs. While usage is still uneven, several of them stressed that tax and finance
leaders have looked to new technology to automate routine tasks, freeing their teams
to focus on higher-value, forward-looking work. An experienced CTO commented,
"By focusing the department on truly value-add work, employees are more engaged
and can clearly see the impact they have. This, in turn, serves as a powerful retention
tool for top talent, who both feel, and are, genuinely appreciated.”

The message from CTOs is clear: tomorrow’s effective tax department will excel
by blending internal expertise, external partners, and intelligent technology into a
single operating ecosystem.

1 For more insights on how to optimize the government affairs function, see Julian Ha, “Government and corporate affairs
focus: Four non-negotiable attributes for government affairs leaders,” Heidrick & Struggles, December 3, 2025, heidrick.com.
2 For more insights on using on-demand and interim talent to fill capability gaps, see Sunny Ackerman, “Leadership assurance:

Using flexible workforce strategies to fill leadership and capability gaps,” Heidrick & Struggles, April 7, 2026, heidrick.com.
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Advice for the next
generation of tax leaders

The modern tax leader must be
able to explain complex issues
simply, read the room, understand
other functions’ perspectives, and
consistently frame tax in terms of
strategy, risk, and performance.

A modern tax function
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Perhaps the most striking theme from these conversations is how extensively a
successful CTO's profile is changing. Technical excellence and a strong foundational
skill set remain non-negotiable. But at the Fortune 500 level, these capabilities are
no longer sufficient to secure or succeed in the top job. The true differentiators are
leadership, communication, and business acumen.

When asked for advice for the next generation of tax leaders, many CTOs
encouraged them to build a deep specialty early in their careers—to be truly “best
in class” in an area of tax—and then to broaden out across regions and specialties
within tax. They encouraged aspiring leaders to say “yes” to stretch assignments,
volunteer for cross-functional projects, and learn their companies “inside and out.”
The modern tax leader must be able to explain complex issues simply, read the
room, understand other functions’ perspectives, and consistently frame tax in terms
of strategy, risk, and performance.

Soft skills surfaced repeatedly in our conversations. CTOs stressed being able to
build trust with peers, the C suite, and the board; communicate succinctly; and be
seen as a business leader who happens to sit in tax—not a technical expert on the
sidelines. One CTO shared that ascending tax leaders should “Walk the halls. Meet
people. You will learn early, listen well, build a network. Don't be the tax person who
is only known via email.”

The CTOs we spoke with also highlighted the importance of team-building. They
advised future leaders to surround themselves with top technical talent, empower
regional and subject-matter experts, and create cultures where tax professionals feel
they are directly contributing to enterprise value. “You need to be technically strong,
but ultimately the key is to ensure you have the right expertise on the team, and to
then operate as a business leader,” said one CTO from the automotive space.

For the next generation of tax leaders, the opportunity—and the expectation—is to
step into that broader mandate.

Taken together, these perspectives suggest that tax in large companies is at an
inflection point. When CFOs consider what to look for in a new CTO, technical skills
are essential, but so are softer skills: the ability to lead, communicate effectively, think
strategically, and demonstrate broad, cross-functional curiosity and knowledge. The
function is more visible, more accountable, and more influential than ever before.

For CTOs and aspiring tax leaders, the imperative is to claim that seat at the table—
investing in influence, business fluency, and teams that can convert complex tax
rules into strategic choices.

For boards, CEOs, and CFOs, the opportunity is to treat tax not as an afterthought,
but as a strategic consideration in its own right, with the CTO embedded early in
decisions that will define long-term performance.

For organizations willing to invest in strategic leadership and modern operating
models, tax is no longer just a cost to be managed—the tax function can, and
should, be used to help shape the company’s future.
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Heidrick & Struggles’ Financial Officers Practice helps clients
navigate an increasingly complex and competitive talent
landscape to build great finance teams and position them for
success within the organization and the marketplace.

Our practice experts around the globe have been at the forefront of the trends that
shape this critical function for nearly two decades. We have an astute understanding
of the complex demands and multiple roles that today’s senior financial officers
must possess and what boards and CEOs need from their finance leaders.

Our CFO executive search team focuses on C-level leadership, and our
expertise spans all core areas of finance leadership: corporate and divisional
CFO, full finance team build-outs, controllership and accounting, audit,
treasury, tax, corporate development, M&A, risk management, investor
relations, financial planning and analysis, and shared services.
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