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Minimum standards for the introduction of new HMRC digital systems

We set out below what we believe are the minimum standards which should be applied by HMRC when
developing new digital systems to be used by taxpayers and agents. In this regard we mean digital systems and
processes by which taxpayers and agents interact with HMRC to fulfil their tax obligations (examples include
the VAT registration service, the Trust Registration Service, RTI reporting, the property reporting service,
Making Tax Digital etc).

1.

Policy development should consider the extent of digitalisation required to deliver it.

Changes to the tax system invariably require the introduction of new, or changes to existing, digital
systems. When developing tax policy, the consultation process should include consideration of how the
policy will be delivered, a realistic evaluation of how long new systems will take to put in place, and the
costs of development and ongoing compliance.

Consultation and testing of the digital system before its use becomes mandatory.

New digital systems should be the subject of consultation and full end-to-end pilot testing process prior to
their use becoming mandatory. Participation in testing should be voluntary, and encompass a variety of
circumstances, including represented and unrepresented taxpayers, and both large and smaller agents.
Systems should only become mandatory once this has taken place and any glitches rectified, so as to ensure
they work as envisaged, meet the requirements set out below, and fulfil the policy objective.

The new digital system has at least the same level of functionality as the system it replaces.

HMRC’s ambition is to be ‘the most digitally advanced tax authority in the world’. New systems should
deliver against that ambition and introduce additional, improved functionality without removing that
which exists already. Where the new system requires the completion of digital forms, we have separately
set out the minimum requirements for such forms.

Interaction with existing HMRC systems is maximised.

New digital systems should complement HMRC’s existing IT infrastructure, pulling through information
from existing systems, and seamlessly interacting with those systems. This will improve the overall
‘customer experience’, as well as improving accuracy and reducing costs all round.

Guidance is available on how to use the new digital system before it goes live.

This will enable its users to make the necessary preparatory steps to their procedures and in-house IT
capabilities so they can use the new system effectively and it can deliver the intended benefits and
functionality. This should include step-by-step guidance and up-to-date screenshots or YouTube videos to
aid understanding. Those testing the system should be able to access the draft guidance to ensure it
supports them through the process.
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The digital system should keep pace with legislative and policy changes.

The digital system should be regularly reviewed and updated so that it reflects changes to legislative and
policy requirements, so that its users remain compliant.

The new digital system should respect existing agent authorisations, and that a taxpayer may use different
agents for different taxes / obligations.

HMRC’s Charter promises to ‘respect your wish to have someone else deal with us on your behalf’, which
might include multiple agents for various taxes / obligations. Where that wish has already been granted
for a particular area of tax, it should not be necessary to repeat that authorisation as a result of the
introduction of a new digital system.

Agent access should keep pace with that for taxpayers themselves.

One of the HMRC Charter promises is: ‘Recognising that someone can represent you’, and HMRC'’s vision is
that agents should have access from the outset of new systems. This will ensure that taxpayers who have
instructed an agent to deal with their affairs (a significant majority in some areas) do not miss out on the
benefits of digitalisation, or are prevented from complying with their obligations.

Agent functionality to mirror that for taxpayers themselves.

In addition to the Charter promise of ‘Recognising that someone can represent you’, HMRC'’s vision is for
agents to be able to see and do what their clients can. Adherence to these undertakings will ensure that
taxpayers who have instructed an agent to deal with their affairs (again, a significant majority in some
areas) can do so effectively, thus promoting compliance and reducing costs.

HMRC staff are adequately trained and available to provide on-the-spot assistance.

Even if all the above criteria are met, taxpayers and agents will need support from HMRC, whether to use
the particular service (in which case a dedicated helpline should be considered), resolve glitches in the
system, or those who simply need help to ‘go digital. HMRC must provide easily accessible and prompt
support and recognise that non-digital channels (such as telephone helplines through to real,
knowledgeable staff) will still have a role to play even as more and more services are moved onto digital
channels, thus enabling compliance and reducing costs.

HMRC, taxpayers and agents should see the same information.

While in some circumstances third party software will present information differently, where HMRC’s
systems are being used it should be possible for HMRC to see the same information in the same format as
that seen by the taxpayer or their agent. This will enable HMRC to better support its customers and
minimise the confusion which currently exists in many areas.

New digital systems should work for all affected taxpayers.

All taxpayers faced with a particular obligation should be able to use the new digital system to comply.
Groups of taxpayers (eg such as those based overseas, or without a National Insurance number etc) should
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not be left behind, or prejudiced, because HMRC’s systems cannot accommodate their characteristics.
Where there is a staged roll-out of obligations, the timescales and who is in / out of scope should be clear.

Non-digital processes for those who cannot interact digitally or find it difficult to do so.

All digital processes should have a credible, non-digital equivalent, to ensure those who cannot go online
(because of their inability to do so, or because HMRC’s systems do not accommodate them), or have
difficulty doing so, are not disadvantaged when interacting with HMRC. This will fulfil HMRC’s Charter
promises of ‘being aware of your personal situation’ and ‘treating you fairly’, so those users do not receive
a ‘second class’ service.

Accessible versions or characteristics of digital systems for those with particular needs.

Digital systems should be accessible for those who can go online, but who have particular needs eg those
who use screen readers. Again, this will fulfil HMRC’s Charter promises of ‘being aware of your personal
situation’ and ‘treating you fairly’, as well as complying with the Equality Act and meeting Web Content
Accessibility Guidelines.



