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As the pockets of indirect tax were further explored, 
the demand for dedicated Customs & Global Trade in-
house capabilities subsequently surpassed any previ-
ous year that we have tracked.

However, the huge volume of technology and 
transformation hires was the most notable feature 
of 2019 and it has certainly set the pace for the year 
ahead. Mainly driven by the Big 4 and tax software 
houses - who remain at the forefront of technology 
solutions - the demand for niche technology skill sets 
as well as more all-encompassing ‘taxologist’ profiles 
were the key demands. A notable (and welcomed) fea-
ture of 2019 was the heightened in-house demand for 
pure tax technology professionals, primarily in the UK, 
Netherlands, and Germany.

Perhaps the key description that we can attribute to 
2019 is ‘breadth’. The increased recognition that tax is 
now receiving has heightened the appetite to diversify 
the skill sets within the team and this was certainly 
apparent by the vast array of appointments made. 

As a final note, the Harvey John team would like to 
extend our gratitude to those who completed our glob-
al survey. Each and every response goes a long way in 
ensuring that we can come back to you with accurate 
and meaningful insights.

Alex Mann
Associate Director, Indirect Tax & Tax Technology 

”

The state of play for global tax issues marks an opportunistic time to 
introduce the first edition of Harvey John’s Indirect Tax & Tax 

Technology Report, utilising our market perspectives to bring clarity to 
your decisions.

“

The political and economic headwinds associated with 
Brexit and global trade disputes have no doubt played 
a significant role in shaping the indirect tax market. 
Whilst these issues stole the headlines, there were 
however several other key influences that, in any other 
year, warrant headline status. The continued impact of 
tax reform, further calls for public transparency, grow-
ing appetites for consumption-based taxes, growth in 
M&A activity, and of course the digitalisation of tax. 
Ultimately, we’re seeing more tax legislative change 
than ever before. 

Today’s tax climate has meant that tax leaders must 
stay afloat of the rising tide of tax issues. On top of this, 
there then comes the evolving issue of talent trans-
formation and ensuring that the right skills are being 
recruited to overcome these challenges. Thus, as the 
tax landscape evolves, so do the skill demands.

Despite a challenging year, the volume of recruitment 
was by no means dampened. In the US, the continued 
impact of the Trump administration’s tax reforms drove 
recruitment and we saw increased investment into 
specialist tax functions, such as VAT and Transfer 
Pricing. The small pool of US VAT talent continues to be 
welcome news to the more seasoned European VAT 
specialists who become the go-to candidates for 
opportunities across the pond. Similarly in the APAC 
market - particularly in Singapore - tax technology 
demands drove hiring and also created many 
secondment opportunities for European compliance 
and reporting specialists.

Whilst the GCC put the brakes on appointing VAT 
expats due to workforce nationalisation pressures, the 
demand in Europe surged across professional services, 
commerce and industry, and financial services. The Big 
4 remained a key player in European recruitment, but 
interestingly, 2019 was a convincing year in capturing 
the growing fashion of working in a mid-tier or bou-
tique. Likewise, increased investment from in-house 
teams increased the appetite to onboard indirect tax 
specialists in both the mature and emerging in-house 
tax functions. 

Foreword



About the report

The outlook for the global indirect tax and tax 
technology market is encouraging, though it 
presents its share of challenges.

Based on findings from our global survey and the 
market analysis on advertised vacancies in the 
last year, we have provided an overview of what 
factors are underlining recruitment, the current 
trends, and our forecast for the upcoming year. 
You will also find a comprehensive review of 
salaries and compensation packages that you can 
expect per sector.

This is the first edition of this report.

About the data

Our Global Indirect Tax & Tax Technology 
Survey data was collected from November to 
December 2019 and was completed by 1798 
professionals.

Our vacancy analysis data comes from 
monitoring the number of in-house vacancies 
released directly by employers across the UK 
& Ireland, BENELUX, and DACH region only. 
Note, we omit the number of confidential 
mandates that we are assigned or job adverts 
posted by other recruitment firms. It should 
also be highlighted that many vacancies go 
unadvertised due to confidential or highly 
sensitive searches.

TOTAL SURVEY SIZE

1,798



How important is flexible working to you?

What was your background prior to securing your first 
private sector Indirect Tax or Tax Technology job?

How important is remote working to you?

How much of the tax population is qualified? How important is it to get a tax qualification?

What type of organisation do 
you work for?

How many years experience do you have in your 
respective field?

Which country / region are you 
currently employed in?

Survey Respondents



With consumption-based taxes becoming the tax of 
choice for managing austerity deficit levels - and with 
more major economies worldwide adopting this meth-
od of taxation - it is set to continue as a key revenue 
generator across global markets.

If we look at the OECD’s tracking of direct and indirect 
taxes, the global corporate tax rate (as a percentage of 
GDP) has almost halved from 46.6% (1980) to 26.5% 
(2018), whilst the VAT rate has shown significant gains. 
In 1977, only 25 countries had adopted VAT but, since 
2019, this has surged to 168 countries.

According to the OECD, taxes on goods and services 
- which include general consumption taxes, VAT and 
other specific consumption taxes currently account for 
a huge 33% of total global tax revenue. With ongoing 
talks regarding a ‘digital tax’, paired with the suggestion 
of various ecotaxes to tackle ongoing environmental 
issues, the future appears to be in the hands of the 
indirect taxes.

The indirect tax market tends to thrive on political and 
economic uncertainty, which increases the need for 
specialists in both professional services and in-house 
tax functions. For example, off the back of ongoing 
trade wars, 2019 became a defining year for Customs 
& Global trade recruitment. Alongside this, with Brexit 
and digital tax obligations steering the agenda for tax 
functions, the volume of appointments remained high.

VAT & the Financial Services Industry 

In the last decade for financial services, the level of 
corporate taxes has slowed down and there is growing 
speculation that VAT will become the standard method 
of taxation. Nevertheless, there will very likely be new 
complexities that will drive the demand for new skills in 
the industry.

Ultimately, the features of financial services are 
fundamentally changing. The verticals within the sector 
are no longer a clear line between products or servic-
es of traditional banks, insurers and asset managers. 
Instead, we are seeing ‘new economy’ entrants to the 
market offering more sophisticated FinTech, peer-to-
peer (P2P) lending, payment processors, and of course, 
cryptocurrency. Take for example the rapidly evolving 
digital economy - enhanced again last year with Face-
book’s attempt to launch ‘Libra’ - which epitomises the 
pace of change (and thus reinforcing why indirect tax 
professionals will need to sharpen their tools when 
approaching financial services). 

The Future of Indirect Tax

And, with the application of VAT or GST looking to be 
applied to these digital products and services, we can 
expect to experience an increased demand for indirect 
tax skills.

The Death of the VAT Return

Where one traditional process of compliance and re-
porting falls into decay, it marks the genesis of a digital-
ised landscape of tax. 

With fraudsters causing financial headaches for tax 
authorities (VAT revenue gaps hitting around €150 
billion per annum) and the lengthy VAT return process 
being discouraging for businesses, it is no surprise that 
automation has become a priority.

Live digital transaction reporting has been sweeping 
through Europe and the rest of the world gradually for 
several years now, but 2019 certainly saw it garner the 
most attention. With advanced systems in place across 
LATAM, India’s introduction of e-invoicing for GST, 
Poland scrapping VAT returns, and the UK’s introduction 
of MTD, this growing list of live invoicing advocates has 
meant that the role of VAT compliance is now in a state 
of transition. 

Whilst technology renders a core feature of the VAT 
compliance specialist’s role redundant, it shifts the skill 
set of one’s ability to secure ‘clean data’ and translate 
information to both the authorities and wider business. 
So whilst the rise in technology eradicates burdensome 
processes through automation, it has created a calling 
for ERP, e-filing, and data analysts.

Conclusion

With the sweeping popularity of consumption taxes, 
and all the above considered, it is clear that we are at 
a moment of significant opportunity for indirect tax 
professionals around the world. Whether it be digital 
companies invading the financial services sector, or the 
automation of VAT compliance processes, we have start-
ed - and will continue - to see a sizable increase in the 
volume and variety of indirect tax vacancies. ‘Variety’ is 
the underlying message here and reinforces the notion 
that one must proactively adapt and acquire new skills.



Overview

In the face of political and economic complexities, the indirect tax market typically flourishes and - with 2019 
presenting its fair share of challenges - the majority of the sector thrived.

The winners of 2019 were undoubtedly those at the Assistant Manager to Manager grades, who were able to enjoy 
either an increased number of opportunities or marginally increased salaries as businesses sharpened their retention 
methods. Even in the US, the investment by Big 4 firms into their US VAT practices saw the lion’s share of vacancies 
targeted at Assistant Managers and Managers with strong cross-border experience. 

Unsurprisingly, it was another strong year for compliance and reporting specialists. As outsourced or part-outsourced 
solutions became increasingly popular - paired with the heightened need for ‘clean data’ to appease electronic 
reporting obligations - the demand for analysts remained high. 

With the exception of the reduced hiring across the GCC region due to government pressures on reducing the reli-
ance on expats, 2019 offered largely positive news for candidates. For tax leaders, however, the fierce competition 
for talent (and the subsequent lack of movements from candidates) presented a key issue. With ‘recruitment’ being 
cited as one of the top challenges that indirect tax professionals faced in 2019, our survey also found that a huge 
56.5% of respondents felt that hiring the right skills on time was “extremely difficult” or “difficult” and resulted in 
negative implications for the business.

As the role of the indirect tax professional becomes increasingly multi-faceted, businesses in 2020 must continue to 
address their attraction and retention methods to compete for talent. In turn, candidates must ensure that they are 
evolving with the market by broadening their exposure as much as possible.

Professional Services

With the exception of the high demand for Assistant Managers and Managers across the board, 2019 saw increased 
activity from Top 20 and independent firms. With audit rotation pressures - paired with a more competitive offering 
from the smaller VAT practices or law firms - escaping the Big 4 became more financially and professionally viable. 
Likewise, the onset of audit rotation has meant that businesses are now exploring alternatives to the Big 4 and this 
has no doubt been fundamental to the growth of the mid-tier.

Indirect Tax

Unsurprisingly, the market remained 
equally split over the number of 
generalist and sector specialist 
opportunities. Within the Big 4, there 
was a clear drive to bolster TMT, real 
estate, and deals offerings but 
elsewhere the focus was on hiring 
generalist VAT consultants. Interesting-
ly, our survey indicated a growing 
awareness of the perceived importance 
of being a sector specialist in today’s 
market. 

Alex Mann
Associate Director, Indirect Tax & Tax Technology



Across the outsourced compliance 
providers, the access to high volume 
distance selling projects in 2018-2019 
boosted revenue gains and gave way for 
subsequent bursts in recruitment. As the 
year progressed and news was released 
regarding the EU’s 2021 e-commerce VAT 
reboot, however, recruitment slowed and 
service providers have shifted their 
attention back to bolstering their 
corporate teams. We expect 2020 to be 
another buoyant year for cross-border 
compliance specialists but perhaps not at 
the volume of 2018-2019.

Professional Services | Remuneration



Despite the growing list of 
challenges that tax leaders 

faced throughout 2019, recruit-
ment remained firmly at the 

top of the agenda in commerce 
and industry. 

“

”

Another headline - primarily in the UK, Ireland, 
Germany, and the Netherlands - was undoubtedly the 
high demand for Managers, which accounted for 40.5% 
of released vacancies. To some extent, this was unsur-
prising. In 2018, for instance, the recruitment for ana-
lysts was so high that this gap of managerial soft skills 
became somewhat expected. Equally, with dry market 
conditions for senior candidates over the last two years, 
Managers who tick both the technical compliance and 
advisory requirements subsequently become a cost-
effective solution in a turbulent economy.

Commerce & Industry

Despite the growing list of challenges that tax leaders faced throughout 2019, recruitment remained firmly at the top 
of the agenda in commerce and industry. With 412 new vacancies advertised across the UK & Ireland, BENELUX, and 
DACH markets, there was a clear resilience to last year’s political and economic turbulence. Admittedly, the vast 
majority of activity was seen across the UK & Ireland and the DACH region and this was perhaps the first time we 
have really seen Germany become a dominant hub for in-house recruitment. For those who read our monthly market 
insights, you would have followed our surprising observations of a rather dismal BENELUX market which was, more or 
less, propped up by recruitment in the Netherlands.

In terms of businesses, the mature tax functions of large multinationals recruited at a familiar pace. A new trend, 
however, was the increase in greenfield vacancies (or first support hires from those who had recently taken up a 
greenfield role). The emergence of such profiles in small tax teams is a clear indication of the increased appetite for 
specialist in-house indirect tax capabilities in today’s market. This is also becoming apparent in the US, where we saw 
sustained demand for strategic and advisory VAT profiles due to the growth in technology companies with expansive 
overseas operations.



With the UK now officially sovereign from the EU, the UK general election out of the way, and promising signs of 
bilateral trade agreements between the US and China, we appear to be nearing some political and economic cer-
tainty. Indeed, it remains to be seen how this will play out, but we are hopeful that such certainty will create a more 
fruitful market in 2020 and 2021 for senior indirect tax professionals. This market has been quiet for some time now, 
but 2019 concluded with a more consistent stream of Director and Head of Indirect Tax vacancies, perhaps suggest-
ing that the leadership skills and strategic impetus of these profiles will be needed to coordinate businesses through 
these new landscapes.

Commerce & Industry | Remuneration



Financial Services | Indirect Tax

Overview

The financial services sector is its own not-so-little enigma in the tax world and, in this section of our report, we hone 
in particularly on the indirect tax component of the market. 

Whilst being common knowledge that the FS indirect tax industry generally offers higher salaries, it is great to see 
that annual salaries have, on average, increased. Whilst FS tax functions share many of the same challenges as their 
counterparts in commerce and industry, there has been another range of complex issues that are idiosyncratic to the 
industry which have made it a tough year. This - paired with the increase in private equity investment globally - draws 
a neat line as to why we have seen a positive increase in remuneration packages this year.

In-house

With 55.3% of the market share of new vacancies, the 
geographical front-runner for FS recruitment was the 
unsurprisingly the UK. This is followed by the BENELUX 
region taking 30.5% of the market share, then the DACH 
region trailing with 14.2%. With uncertainty in the UK’s 
political environment  - and the release of this report 
sharing UK’s departure date - it somewhat begs the 
question of how will these geographical statistics change 
over the next 12 months?

By a landslide, the demand for those at the manager 
grade (across multiple jurisdictions) has been over-
whelmingly high. As such, it appears that the clear vision 
from tax and finance leadership is for experienced hires 
to come in with their wealth of knowledge, bringing 
extra stability. Today’s managers are evolving in a period 
of a digital revolution and, with a key focus being on 
process and technology optimisation, it comes as no 
surprise that systems-savvy managers take the MVP slot.

With ‘recruitment’ cited as a key issue amongst FS tax 
leaders, it has become more important than ever for 
the modern day indirect tax professional to be aware of 
the changing landscape. Self development is one way of 
combating recruitment issues but, specifically, exposure 
to indirect tax on an international level would certainly 
go a long way. 

Ed Moore
Senior Consultant, Financial Services Tax & Tax Technology



Insurance remains the exception here, with demands concentrated across the analyst grades. As many insurers do 
not have the luxury of an expansive tax department, hiring cost effectively at the junior grades - and nurturing future 
managers - has become a key talent acquisition tool. Outside of insurance, the pockets of FS which have made some 
noise in the market have been Asset Management and Private Equity. Although there were less M&A deals in the 
UK over 2019, many overseas operations are based from London, heightening the need for international indirect tax 
specialists.

Financial Services, In-house | Remuneration



Professional Services

Professional Services recruitment was buoyant in 2019 
with the Big 4, Top 10, and law firms leading the drive 
for acquiring external FS specialist profiles. The demand 
for alternative investment specialists highlights signifi-
cant growth in the sector, especially for those who cover 
dual direct and indirect tax responsibilities. Unsurpris-
ingly, whilst there’s been steady growth to Big 4 and Top 
10 FS teams, the traditional role of the indirect tax advi-
sor is now being forced to adapt to the demands of tax 
digitalisation. Many top firms are responding to ever-
evolving digital tax regimes with investments of their 
own and what is needed to support these substantial 
injections of resources are the indirect tax professionals 
to match. 

As it has been for several years now, Brexit remains a key 
issue for most professional service providers. This will 
be a common theme throughout 2020 until the end of 
the transition period at the close of the year. With cities 
such as Paris and Frankfurt striving to become the key 
financial hubs for the EU, we are now left with antici-
pation over how the London market responds. Practice 
recruitment across Europe has started strong in 2020 
and, much like the in-house sector, Assistant Managers 
and Managers remain the most sought after candidates.

Summary

The overwhelming theme of today’s financial services 
market has been growth at the mid-senior level. With 
that, it creates a knock-on effect left behind by those 
who have been promoted internally, which has also in-
creased junior level appointments. It is also highlighted 
that the salary gap between the Big-4 and rising bou-
tiques is somewhat diminishing. 

Reassuringly, pathways into the financial services sector 
have come from varied sources, with general account-
ancy and finance being the most significant. Opportu-
nities at the graduate level have been consistent and, 
with many schemes offering formal qualifications, it is 
the perfect way to break into this lucrative sector. With 
the considerable strength of sub-sectors such as Private 
Equity and Asset Management, our question would be, 
shall this continue? From our data, there seems to be no 
slow-down from a recruitment perspective.

Financial Services, Professional Services | Remuneration

The overwhelming theme of 
today’s financial services 

market has been growth at the 
mid-senior level.

“

”



Tax Technology & Transformation

Overview

With live reporting obligations sweeping across the global tax landscape and businesses becoming increasingly 
frustrated by the labour-intensive nature of tax compliance, 2019 was characterised by a seismic shift in reallocating 
recruitment budgets to tax technology hiring.

Last year, around 65% of the assignments that Harvey John’s tax team worked on were pure tax technology roles and 
what was particularly noticeable was the breadth of hiring in this space. The ‘taxologist’ label is often lazily attached 
to such a broad spectrum of profiles and, as tax technology dominated hiring demands, the search for nuanced pro-
files gained traction and recognition.

This recruitment drive was largely felt in the Big 4 and tax software houses, who continue to lead the way in bringing 
transformation and niche solutions to the market. As a result, the breadth of hiring here was huge. Of course, with 
businesses turning to S/4HANA, the identification of SAP specialists became a regular mandate, as was the acquisi-
tion of data analysts, RPA, and UiPath professionals as the sector delves deeper into the world of robotics. Other than 
this, the role of the Solutions Consultant has become more prevalent as it has been identified by many tax advisors 
as a bridge to more engagement with technology, where they can step away from ‘practicing tax’ and move towards 
‘serving tax’ via third-party engines.

Perhaps the most positive observation of 2019 was the growing trend of bolstering in-house tax technology capabil-
ities. Historically, these roles have lent themselves to either specialist contractors, service providers, or tech-savvy 
tax professionals who can adapt to a hybrid role. Across Europe, however, new dedicated in-house tax technology 
positions were released onto the market every month. Likewise, in-house tax recruitment across APAC mirrored the 
EMEA region as it was shaped by tax technology demands. This is an excellent sign for global tax leaders who, in the 
large part, still face tremendous difficulties in convincing senior stakeholders of the business case for tax technology 
investment. We suspect this trend of in-house hiring to continue across 2020 in the mature tax functions and hope-
fully sparking a ‘domino effect’ for a greater volume of roles in 2021 and 2022.

Alex Mann
Associate Director, Indirect Tax & Tax Technology



Tax Technology | Remuneration

Once the business case for investment has been 
secured, the challenge that in-house tax leaders will 
face is organising their tax technology resources to en-
sure this falls neatly under their remit and not ‘IT’. For 
years, many businesses have attempted to fire fight the 
digital landscape of tax and appease tax leaders by 
lending the support of IT staff (often at the the junior 
grades) rather than recruiting the right external skills. 
These are resources who largely have no ERP expe-
rience, no tax knowledge, and no business process 
grounding. Additionally, such profiles may have previ-
ously worked on financial reporting dashboards under 
the instruction of an end-user but it remains unlikely 
that they are accustomed to delivering externally to 
tax authorities. This presents an enormous learning 
curve with sizable business risks, therefore the goal 
of tax leaders in 2020 will be to ensure that the wider 
business respects tax and its critical role in running the 
business.



Customs & Global Trade

Overview

2019 saw many peaks and troughs as the decade came to an end. From trade wars, to political uncertainty, down-
graded volume of trade, and Brexit, the market proved to be nothing short of a rollercoaster ride. According to the 
WTO (2019), global trade was substantially slower this past year, with an average of 1.4% increase in the growth 
forecast (WTO, 2019).

Based on conversations that we have had with specialised professionals or hiring managers, stress is yet to be put on 
the importance of a sole customs department. Many businesses have proved that there is an extremely large defense 
system to implement as customs specialists can save millions through compliant cross-border activity. 

Although there remains to be high downside risks in the sector, the European job market alone was abundant in op-
portunity. There were 429 commerce and industry vacancies from Junior levels to Head of Department were directly 
released by businesses in 2019. 

This, however, does not reflect the difficulty that hiring managers faced in finding suitable candidates as roughly 43% 
of vacancies were readvertised throughout the year.

Looking at the job market, whilst understanding the balance in seniority, proves that there is a massive talent gap go-
ing into 2020. The semi-senior grade (Manager level and above), makes up 71% of professionals, many of whom have 
little to no direct reports. This is reflected in the lack of pure customs specialists in what has become a fickle market.

Our goal is to provide insight from a recruiter’s perspective and to offer clarity surrounding the growth of the Global 
Trade sector (whilst also guiding those towards a deeper appreciation towards the need of a pure Customs specialist). 
Watching the sector develop over the last year has been nothing short of interesting; seeing trade wars end in agree-
ment and Brexit pushed over the line. Based on the shift towards Indirect Tax, Customs & Global Trade has (and will 
continue to) become a strategic defence play for commerce and industry tax functions, much like its counterparts.

Based on the figures throughout Europe, the UK and the United States, the global market for Customs professionals 
is clearly a lucrative route for professionals to consider specialising in. Whilst it does offer exciting prospects for finan-
cial growth, there are still businesses that fall below the average compensation package as 55% of respondents either 
felt that they are currently underpaid or were unsure about the value of their package.

In order to attract a new pool of talent into this tax discipline, we believe that establishing some sort of uplift to 
current salaries will not just create greater retention of staff but also bring more value to the work that these profes-
sionals do.

Josh Rapaport
Senior Consultant, Customs & Global Trade



Recruitment in Customs & Trade

Customs & Global Trade has always been a siloed 
portion of businesses operations. Based on how many 
pure Customs specialists participated versus individuals 
who possess mixed function roles, it can be argued that 
there is still an underlying hesitancy to hire customs 
experts as a result of a number of factors such as the 
uncertainty that surrounded Brexit occurring across the 
last year alone. This left tax department leads to put 
these responsibilities on the shoulders of existing staff 
members.

There is a significant imbalance between the mixed roles and pure customs specialist, as we can see. Considering the 
depth and intricacy of work for tax professionals, particularly those on the operational side of customs, this begs to 
ask the question of why and how there are not more customs specialists.

The global consensus of hiring managers, or those involved across any Customs & Global Trade function highlighted 
some, if not extreme, difficulty in hiring for their department.

Do qualifications play a role in your position?

Just 54% of individuals across all levels hold chartered tax qualifications within Customs & Global Trade. This goes to 
show that you don’t necessarily need chartered tax qualifications to succeed in this field. 

Most individuals hold bachelors or masters degrees (80.6%), but not specifically focused towards a tax discipline. On 
the other hand, 63.8% of senior grade professionals didn’t complete any chartered tax qualifications.

• Commerce & Industry: 44.4% semi-senior grade professionals and above hold qualifications
• Professional Services: 43.6% senior grade professionals hold qualifications

On these figures alone, it can be assumed that tax specific qualifications are not necessarily required in order to pro-
gress through to a senior grade role, however it could prove to be helpful and perhaps give one the upper hand in an 
interview setting. This does not, however, limit the capabilities of an individual to fully comprehend customs 
processes and operations.



It is true that recruitment is particularly difficult within Customs & Global Trade as a result of its history as an isolated 
sector. Consequently, the transition from being siloed in a supply chain department, to a traditional tax team has had 
its implications on the ability to hire in today’s market. The high difficulty to hire could therefore be accredited to the 
following points:

1. There is a lack of education behind the upside value in pure customs professionals on a corporate-wide scale;
2. Shortage in budget, therefore leading to the utilisation of other tax specialists or upskilling current staff;
3. Scarcity of strong candidates who possess strong soft, and hard skills.

Businesses who recruit for themselves spend an average of 26,000 (£/€) on a given hire. Pairing these costs with 
extremely low returns is never a favourable situation and can, in turn, present negative implications on a business’ 
ability to operate a compliant Global Trade function. 

Where have Customs Specialists come from?

Looking at the varied background of individuals in regard to their educational background, it is safe to conclude that 
one’s academic forté doesn’t dictate their success in their field. Now, observing the professional background, there 
are varied paths that customs specialists have taken before embedding themselves into the global trade industry.

The most notable pathways that current specialists encountered were Accounting & Finance (25.8%) and Legal 
(19.3%), whilst Ex-Government employees (12.9%) also made up a significant part of the respondents.

Top Heavy vs. Bottom Heavy

It comes as no surprise that Customs & Trade is very much a top heavy sector. With much of the job market account-
ing for junior level positions, the gap for talent is significant. There is a clear discrepancy between grades as junior 
level professionals made up just 29% of our respondents and the other 71% were Manager grade and above.  

As we observe the balance of seniority in the current state of the global trade sector, it is also important to note that 
of the 71% of semi-seniors and above, 89% of these individuals are also in mixed tax roles. Considering the stage 
that customs and global trade has taken in the past year, it is clear that there is still a tenuous transition that is taking 
place. 



As displayed in the above visual representation, it is clear that regardless of the background of an individual, there 
is little correlation between someone's professional background and their current position in the market. Given the 
variance in answers from our respondents, it’s clear that professionals can progress their careers within Customs & 
Global Trade regardless of the background; there are obviously certain nuances in the type of role they might attain 
which could be impacted by their professional experience, for example, trade governance requiring legal PQEs.

Summary

Rounding off what was nothing short of an interesting year, our goal was to be a strong advocate and stress the 
importance of a pure Customs & Global Trade function for businesses around the world. Understanding that this 
sector can act as a strong defense against overpaid duties in both the import and export of goods should be of pinna-
cle importance as we go into a decade that will now see Brexit, multiple trade deals, sanctions, etc. 

The import and export of goods makes up billions in revenue on an annual basis and can certainly be considered as a 
very large share of any country’s GDP. So as outsiders looking in, it seems to be an extremely simple solution in mak-
ing adjustments, to ensure that the value of a Customs and Trade professional is highlighted.

2019 closed off with over 429 vacancies opening across Europe, the UK, and Ireland. Many vacancies were readver-
tised, not filled, and some took nearly the entire year to complete. Recruitment was definitely a challenging area for 
a large majority of customs departments; considering that Customs and Global Trade is a top heavy sector, executives 
do much of the heavy lifting. With a lack of talent at the junior level, why not invest in a drive to educate new joiners, 
upskill current staff or recruit established specialists to really drive your business forward? Perhaps there needs to be 
more focus at the educational level to instill the interest in the sector early?

Regardless of the fact, there is an opportunity for your business to really make an impact on its global presence. For 
what was once considered a siloed department, Customs and Global Trade will surely see upwards movement in the 
coming decade, and we believe that this is the dark horse that your business might need to drive ahead of 
competition.
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