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Attitudes toward Tax Evasion: Defining the Construct and Scope

Attitudes toward tax evasion represent a critical area of inquiry within behavioral economics, public

finance, and social psychology. Tax evasion, defined as the illegal non-payment or under-payment

of tax liability, poses significant challenges to the fiscal stability and fairness of modern

governments worldwide. Understanding the psychological and social antecedents of compliance

failure requires moving beyond simple economic models of rational choice, which often posit that

evasion is solely a function of the probability of detection and the severity of sanctions. Instead, the

construct of attitude encompasses a complex interplay of cognitive appraisals, affective responses,

and behavioral intentions concerning the act of non-compliance. These attitudes are not

monolithic; they range from outright moral condemnation of evasion to pragmatic acceptance of it

as a necessary economic strategy or even a justifiable response to perceived government

inefficiency or unfairness. The exploration of these attitudes is crucial because they serve as

powerful predictors of actual compliance behavior, mediating the relationship between external

stimuli, such as audit threats, and internal motivations, such as civic duty.

The study of attitudes toward tax evasion is fundamentally concerned with identifying why some

individuals willingly comply, even when the perceived risk of detection is low, while others actively

seek opportunities to minimize their tax burden illegally, regardless of potential penalties. This

complexity necessitates a nuanced definition of "attitude" in this context, often viewed through the

lens of the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), where attitudes reflect an individual's favorable or

unfavorable evaluation of performing the behavior (evasion). Key components include the belief

that evasion yields personal benefits (e.g., increased disposable income) versus the belief that it

carries significant costs (e.g., fines, reputation damage, moral guilt). Furthermore, these attitudes

are often deeply embedded in an individual's broader ethical framework and their perception of the

social contract between the citizen and the state. A positive attitude toward evasion, therefore,

signifies not just an intention to act illegally, but often a justification or normalization of that

behavior within a personal or immediate social context.

The economic and psychological implications of widespread negative attitudes toward compliance

are profound. Economically, high levels of evasion lead to substantial tax gaps, necessitating

higher tax rates for compliant citizens or reductions in essential public services, thereby eroding

the principle of horizontal equity. Psychologically, the prevalence of evasion can foster a climate of

cynicism and distrust in public institutions, creating a "race to the bottom" where compliance is

seen as foolish or naive, rather than dutiful. Therefore, researchers must differentiate between

explicit attitudes, which are consciously stated and often subject to social desirability bias (people

may state they oppose evasion even if they practice it), and implicit attitudes, which are

unconscious evaluations that may more accurately reflect underlying behavioral tendencies.

Successfully influencing tax compliance requires interventions that target these underlying

attitudes, shifting the perception of evasion from a tolerable risk to an unacceptable social
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transgression.

Theoretical Frameworks of Tax Compliance and Evasion

The intellectual history of tax compliance research is marked by the evolution from purely

economic models to comprehensive behavioral frameworks. The earliest and most influential

model, often termed the standard economic model of taxpayer behavior (SEM), rooted in the work

of Allingham and Sandmo, treats the taxpayer as a rational actor maximizing expected utility. In

this framework, attitudes toward evasion are primarily determined by the objective financial gain

derived from non-compliance, weighed against the expected loss associated with detection,

calculated as the probability of audit multiplied by the penalty rate. While providing a powerful initial

structure, the SEM fails spectacularly to predict real-world compliance rates, which are typically far

higher than predicted by the low audit probabilities observed in most jurisdictions. This failure

underscored the necessity of incorporating psychological variables, particularly attitudes, social

norms, and moral considerations, into the theoretical equation.

To address the limitations of the SEM, several behavioral theories emerged, fundamentally altering

the understanding of attitudes toward evasion. The concept of Fiscal Exchange Theory posits

that compliance is conditional upon the perceived quality and quantity of public goods and services

received in return for taxes paid. When taxpayers perceive a fair exchange--that the government is

efficiently and justly utilizing their contributions--their attitude toward compliance is positive, viewing

tax payment as a beneficial transaction rather than a compulsory levy. Conversely, if the exchange

is perceived as unfair, inefficient, or corrupt, negative attitudes toward compliance solidify, and

evasion may be rationalized as a form of self-protection or protest. This framework highlights that

the attitude toward the government itself is inextricably linked to the attitude toward tax obligation.

A more recent and comprehensive framework is the Slippery Slope Framework (SSF), which

integrates deterrence and trust. The SSF argues that compliance attitudes are governed by two

main dimensions: power (the government's capacity to enforce compliance through audits and

penalties) and trust (the government's perceived benevolence, fairness, and competence). High

trust fosters voluntary cooperation, leading to positive compliance attitudes driven by intrinsic

motivation. High power, conversely, relies on enforced compliance, leading to positive attitudes

driven by extrinsic fear (deterrence). Crucially, the SSF suggests that excessive use of coercive

power in a low-trust environment can be counterproductive, eroding voluntary compliance attitudes

and potentially pushing taxpayers further down the "slippery slope" toward aggressive evasion, as

they perceive the relationship with the tax authority as adversarial rather than cooperative.

Psychological Determinants of Attitudes toward Evasion

Individual psychological factors play a decisive role in shaping attitudes toward tax evasion, often
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overriding purely rational economic calculations. One of the strongest determinants is personal

moral norms, which reflect an internalized sense of duty and obligation to follow societal rules,

including tax laws. Individuals with strong moral commitment to compliance experience greater

internal costs (guilt, shame) when contemplating evasion, leading to a highly negative attitude

toward the behavior. This moral dimension is often linked to the concept of civic duty or tax morale,

which is the intrinsic motivation to pay taxes. When tax morale is high, deterrence measures

become secondary, as the attitude toward evasion is inherently prohibitive.

Another significant psychological determinant is the individual's perception of risk. While the

objective probability of audit might be low, the subjective perception of that risk can be highly

influential. Taxpayers tend to exhibit optimism bias, underestimating their personal likelihood of

being caught, which can foster a more permissive attitude toward evasion. Furthermore, prospect

theory suggests that individuals weigh potential losses (penalties) and gains (tax savings)

differently. The immediate, certain gain from evasion often outweighs the probabilistic, future loss

from penalties, especially when the taxpayer is framed as being in a domain of losses (i.e., feeling

they are already paying too much tax). This cognitive distortion allows for the development of

favorable attitudes toward non-compliance.

Finally, cognitive mechanisms, particularly rationalization and neutralization techniques, are

essential for maintaining a positive self-image while engaging in illegal behavior. Taxpayers who

evade frequently develop attitudes that justify their actions, viewing the tax authority as an

impersonal entity that deserves to be cheated (denial of victim), or claiming that "everyone else

does it" (denial of injury/condemnation of condemners). These psychological defenses neutralize

the moral dissonance that would otherwise arise from engaging in behavior contrary to societal

norms. The ability to successfully rationalize evasion directly correlates with a more permissive

attitude toward the act, allowing the individual to integrate non-compliance into their acceptable

behavioral repertoire without significant psychological cost.

Societal and Cultural Influences on Evasion Attitudes

Attitudes toward tax evasion are not formed in isolation; they are deeply influenced by the societal

context and prevailing cultural norms. Social norms--the informal rules that govern behavior within

a group--are powerful drivers of compliance attitudes. Researchers distinguish between

descriptive norms (perceptions of what others actually do, e.g., "most people cheat on their

taxes") and injunctive norms (perceptions of what others approve or disapprove of, e.g., "society

disapproves of tax evasion"). If an individual perceives that evasion is widespread (strong

descriptive norm) and that their immediate social circle accepts or even encourages it (weak

injunctive norm), their personal attitude toward evasion is likely to become highly permissive,

viewing compliance as unnecessary self-sacrifice.
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The level of trust in government institutions is perhaps the most critical cultural determinant. In

societies where corruption is rampant, where public funds are visibly misused, or where political

legitimacy is questioned, attitudes toward tax payment become overwhelmingly negative.

Taxpayers view the payment of taxes not as a contribution to the public good but as an involuntary

subsidy to an inefficient or dishonest system. This systemic distrust breeds cynicism, transforming

the attitude toward evasion from a moral failing into a justifiable act of resistance or self-

preservation. Conversely, high levels of trust in transparent and accountable governance foster

positive attitudes and strengthen tax morale across the population.

Furthermore, broader cultural dimensions, such as individualism versus collectivism and power

distance, influence compliance attitudes. Cultures characterized by high individualism may

prioritize personal gain over collective welfare, potentially leading to a more tolerant attitude toward

tax minimization and evasion. Conversely, collectivist cultures, where the emphasis is placed on

group harmony and shared responsibility, often exhibit stronger injunctive norms against tax

evasion. These macro-level cultural variables provide the foundational context within which

individual psychological processes operate, determining the baseline level of acceptance or

condemnation of non-compliance within a given nation or region.

The Role of Perceived Justice and Fairness

The perception of justice and fairness is central to the formation of attitudes toward tax evasion,

acting as a powerful moderator of compliance behavior. Justice perceptions can be segmented into

three critical types: distributive, procedural, and retributive. Distributive justice concerns the

fairness of the outcome--specifically, whether the tax burden is distributed equitably across

different income groups and whether the subsequent public benefits are distributed fairly. If

taxpayers perceive the tax system as regressive or riddled with loopholes favoring the wealthy,

their attitude toward paying their own share often turns negative, as they feel unjustly burdened,

leading to a rationalized acceptance of evasion.

Procedural justice relates to the fairness of the processes and interactions used by the tax

authority. This includes the transparency of tax laws, the consistency of enforcement, and the

quality of the interaction between the taxpayer and the tax official. When tax authorities are

perceived as respectful, transparent, efficient, and consistent in applying rules, even if the tax rate

is high, procedural fairness tends to foster positive attitudes toward compliance and strengthen

voluntary cooperation. Conversely, arbitrary audits, confusing regulations, or rude interactions

generate resentment and foster hostile attitudes toward the tax system, increasing the likelihood of

evasion.

Finally, retributive justice involves the perception of fairness concerning penalties and sanctions

imposed on evaders. If the public perceives that large-scale evaders (e.g., corporations or high-
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net-worth individuals) are rarely caught or are given disproportionately lenient punishments

compared to small-scale evaders, it severely undermines the moral foundation of the tax system.

This perception of unequal enforcement damages the attitude of the compliant majority, leading

them to question why they should adhere to rules that others break with impunity. A robust and

visibly fair enforcement mechanism, therefore, is essential not only for deterrence but also for

maintaining the positive attitudes of honest taxpayers by validating their choice to comply.

Measuring Attitudes and Behavioral Intentions

Accurately measuring attitudes toward tax evasion presents significant methodological challenges

due to the sensitive nature of the topic and the high risk of social desirability bias. Traditional

methods rely heavily on self-report surveys, where individuals are asked directly about their

willingness to evade or their moral acceptance of evasion. While useful for gathering explicit

attitudes, these measures often overestimate positive compliance attitudes, as respondents may

feel compelled to present themselves as law-abiding citizens. To mitigate this, researchers employ

various sophisticated techniques to elicit more truthful responses and capture implicit attitudes.

One common approach involves the use of vignettes or scenarios, asking respondents how they

believe a hypothetical "Mr. Smith" or "Ms. Jones" should act in a specific tax situation, or how they

believe the majority of the population acts. This projective technique allows individuals to express

their underlying attitudes indirectly. Furthermore, researchers utilize implicit measures, such as the

Implicit Association Test (IAT), which measures the strength of automatic associations between

concepts (e.g., "tax evasion" and "good" or "bad"). Implicit attitudes derived from these tests often

provide a more accurate prediction of actual evasive behavior than explicit self-reports, especially

among populations where evasion is highly stigmatized but commonly practiced.

The distinction between attitudes and behavioral intentions is critical. According to the Theory of

Planned Behavior, attitudes, along with subjective norms and perceived behavioral control,

collectively predict the behavioral intention--the stated likelihood of performing the act of evasion.

While a negative attitude toward evasion strongly predicts an intention not to evade, the attitude-

behavior gap remains a persistent challenge. External factors, such as sudden financial distress or

unexpected opportunities for evasion, can cause a compliant individual with a positive attitude

toward compliance to override their intention and engage in evasion. Therefore, effective

measurement requires assessing not only the moral evaluation (attitude) but also the perceived

ease of evasion (control) and the perceived acceptability among peers (subjective norms) to form a

holistic picture of the likelihood of non-compliance.

Policy Implications and Intervention Strategies

A deep understanding of attitudes toward tax evasion is essential for designing effective policy
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interventions that move beyond mere punitive measures. Policies informed by behavioral insights

aim to strengthen positive compliance attitudes and dismantle the psychological rationalizations

that support evasion. One key strategy is focusing on enhancing procedural justice. Tax

authorities should invest in improving the quality of service, ensuring clarity and consistency in

communication, and providing accessible channels for resolving disputes. When taxpayers feel

respected and the process is transparent, their trust in the institution increases, leading to more

voluntary compliance based on positive attitudes.

Another critical intervention involves leveraging the power of social norms. If descriptive norms

suggest that evasion is common, public communication campaigns must be designed to counteract

this perception by highlighting the high rates of actual compliance. For example, messages

emphasizing that "9 out of 10 people pay their taxes honestly" can shift the perceived norm,

making compliance the expected and desirable behavior, thereby weakening the permissive

attitude toward evasion. Furthermore, visible and consistent enforcement against high-profile

evaders serves to reinforce injunctive norms, signaling that evasion is socially unacceptable and

will be penalized, thus maintaining the positive attitudes of the compliant majority through

retributive justice.

Finally, policy must address the link between attitudes and fiscal exchange perception.

Governments can strengthen positive compliance attitudes by increasing the visibility and

transparency of how tax revenues are utilized. Providing clear, localized information linking tax

payments directly to public goods (e.g., funding specific schools or infrastructure projects)

reinforces the sense of a fair exchange, transforming the attitude toward tax payment from a

mandatory cost into a justifiable investment in community welfare. By strategically combining

deterrence measures (power) with trust-building initiatives (fairness and transparency), tax

administrations can foster a culture where positive attitudes toward compliance become the

default, resulting in higher levels of voluntary tax morale.
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