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TAXATION OF EMPLOYEE STOCK OWNERSHIP PLANS  

Employee Stock Ownership Plans (ESOPs) are an integral part of modern corporate 
compensation strategies, offering employees an opportunity to acquire ownership in their 
companies. However, the tax implications of ESOPs can be complex, particularly in cross-
border scenarios where multinational corporations and employees are involved. This paper 
aims to explore the taxation of ESOPs from multiple perspectives, including employee 
taxability, cross-border issues, deductibility for companies, withholding tax obligations, and a 
taxable example of disclosure requirements under Schedule FA specific to India with regard to 
ESOPs. 

1. Tax Implications for Employees: 

• Taxation at Exercise: Employees are usually taxed when they exercise their options 
or when the shares vest1, depending on the local tax laws. The taxation can vary based 
on whether the ESOPs are qualified2 or non-qualified3. 

•  Nature of Income: The income derived from ESOPs can be classified as ordinary 
income or capital gains, depending on various factors such as the holding period of the 
shares and the tax laws of the jurisdiction. 

• Alternative Minimum Tax (AMT): In some places, there's a minimum tax employees 
must pay if they get a big discount on the shares. 

 

2. Issues in Cross-border Scenarios :  

ESOPs can present challenges in cross-border scenarios, especially concerning the timing of 
taxation, allocation of taxing rights between countries, and the availability of foreign tax 
credits: 

• Timing of Taxation: Determining when employees are subject to tax in different 
jurisdictions can vary, leading to potential double taxation or tax deferral issues. 

• Allocation of Taxing Rights: Cross-border ESOPs may raise questions regarding 
which country has the primary right to tax the income derived from the ESOPs, often 
requiring consideration of tax treaties and local tax laws. 

• Foreign Tax Credit: Employees and employers may seek to claim foreign tax credits4 
to mitigate double taxation, and try to avoid paying taxes twice by using credits for 
taxes paid in other countries.  

 
1 Share vesting is the process by which an employee, investor, or co-founder is rewarded with shares or stock options but 
receives the full rights to them little by little over time. 
2 A qualified ESOP is a type of employee benefit plan that meets specific requirements set forth by the Internal Revenue Code 
(IRC) and is subject to regulations from the Department of Labor (DOL). It’s designed to be a tax-advantaged retirement plan 
for employees. 
3 A non-qualified ESOP does not meet the requirements to be a qualified plan under the IRC. These plans do not receive the 
same tax advantages while providing more flexibility, they come with less regulatory oversight. 
4 a resident taxpayer can claim a credit for the foreign income tax or the income tax paid on income earned in a foreign country. 
This helps ensure that an individual pays taxes only once on a particular income and there is no double taxation.  
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3. Deductibility of ESOP expenses : 

Companies offering ESOPs face controversies related to the deductibility of expenses 
associated with ESOPs: 

• Expense Recognition: The deductibility of expenses incurred by the company in 
relation to ESOPs is subject to scrutiny, particularly in their accounting on how much 
they spend on ESOPs, when they can be counted as a cost and the amount deductible 
under tax laws. 

• Controversies: Disputes may arise between companies and tax authorities regarding 
the classification of ESOP expenses as ordinary and necessary business expenses 
eligible for deduction. 

 

4. Withholding the Tax Obligations: 

Employers are often required to fulfil withholding tax5 obligations related to ESOPs: 

• Withholding Requirements: Companies must withhold taxes on the income 
recognized by employees upon the exercise of options or vesting of shares, ensuring 
compliance with applicable tax withholding and reporting requirements. 

• International Considerations: Withholding tax obligations can be particularly 
complex in cross-border ESOPs, involves navigating varying withholding rates, tax 
treaties, and administrative procedures across jurisdictions. 

 

SPECIFIC CASE FOR INDIA 

In India, Schedule FA (Foreign Assets) is a crucial part of the Income Tax Return (ITR) form 
that applies to resident taxpayers, including those with ESOPs granted by foreign entities. 
Indian residents who hold ESOPs from foreign companies must disclose these assets under 
Schedule FA, detailing the nature and value of the ESOPs. The disclosure is essential to ensure 
transparency and compliance with Indian tax laws, as the income derived from these ESOPs 
may be subject to taxation in India. Additionally, non-disclosure or misreporting of foreign 
assets, including ESOPs, can attract significant penalties under Indian law. Companies and 
employees must be diligent in understanding the reporting requirements and implications of 
Schedule FA to avoid regulatory issues and ensure proper tax compliance. 

 

 
5 Withholding tax refers to the amount withheld when making a payment. The amount so withheld is then remitted to the 
Government. Withholding tax is a term that is more common when it comes to cross-country payments. 
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5. Schedule FA Disclosure 

Schedule FA6 disclosure requirements mandate transparency regarding ESOPs in the 
financial statements of companies: 

• Nature and Terms: Companies must disclose ESOP specifics, including authorized, 
granted, and outstanding shares. 

• Valuation : Disclosure of methodologies used to determine ESOP fair values for 
financial reporting purposes. 

• Cost Allocation: Companies disclose ESOP-related expenses recognized in financial 
statements, impacting financial performance assessments. 

• Taxation Implications: Disclosure of the tax effects arising from ESOPs, including 
deferred tax assets or liabilities recognized in the financial statements. 

 

CONCLUSION  

ESOPs offer significant benefits to both companies and employees, fostering employee 
ownership and aligning incentives with long-term company performance. However, the 
taxation and disclosure requirements associated with ESOPs are complex and require careful 
consideration to ensure compliance with regulatory standards. Understanding the tax 
implications and fulfilling disclosure requirements for example like Schedule FA disclosure 
under the Indian law are crucial for companies aiming to implement ESOPs as part of their 
employee compensation strategy. By navigating these complexities effectively, companies can 
enhance transparency, mitigate risks, and maximize the benefits of ESOPs for all stakeholders 
involved. 
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6 Schedule FA is a part of the Income Tax Return (ITR) form in India specifically for disclosing foreign assets and income. 
This applies to resident Indians (including those ordinarily resident). The purpose is to promote transparency and combat tax 
evasion through offshore accounts. Failing to report these assets in Schedule FA could lead to penalties under the Black Money 
Act. 

https://www.indiafilings.com/learn/black-money/
https://www.indiafilings.com/learn/black-money/

