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Summary 

This brief paper discusses the relevance of conducting surveys that measure people’s attitudes for 

understanding fiscal behaviour. While many surveys assess people’s attitudes towards paying taxes (for 

example, by asking people to what extent they believe tax evasion is ever justified), it is less clear whether 

people’s responses to such survey questions are indicative of the way they would behave in reality. We 

present a very brief overview of the way attitudes have been assessed in tax surveys and then discuss 

existing evidence to support a link between these attitude measures and actual compliance behaviour. We 

conclude by making a series of recommendations for measuring attitudes and interpreting attitude surveys 

in order to maximise the extent to which attitude measures are able to predict behaviour.     
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1. Introduction: tax compliance attitudes 

 

Broadly defined, attitudes refer to people’s evaluations (favour or disfavour) of objects, persons, groups, 

or behaviours. People hold attitudes that are relatively stable towards many aspects of social life, including 

the society they live in, its system of government, and indeed about the tax system and their obligation to 

pay taxes. Some people may develop a chronic dislike of the tax system, while others may hold 

particularly favourable attitudes. 

Given that attitudes are theorised to be relatively stable across individuals’ lifespan (Ajzen & Fishbein, 

1977), and may be useful indicators of the actions people take (such as tax compliance or 

noncompliance), it is not surprising that many studies looking at tax behaviour have focused on 

measuring attitudes, particularly survey research. Whether they look at attitudes towards tax compliance 

(e.g., Webley, Cole, & Eidjar, 2001), ‘tax dodgers’ (e.g., Kirchler, 1998), the tax system (e.g., Chan, 

Troutman, & O’Bryan, 2000), or the tax authority (e.g., Hartner, Rechberger, Kirchler, & Schabmann, 

2008), many survey studies attempt to capture people’s evaluations (whether researchers label these 

evaluations as ‘attitudes’ or not).   

For the most part, the motivation of researchers in surveying attitudes is that they are indicative of 

behaviour. For instance, they rest on the assumption that if people say that they feel strongly against tax 

evasion, they are less likely to evade taxes. However, the relationship between attitudes and behaviour is 

rarely straightforward (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). In many cases, people do not necessarily do ‘what they 

preach’. While it may seem counterintuitive, it is not unusual for people to favour a certain action (such as 

complying with tax obligations) but act in the opposite way. This inconsistency occurs because many 

other factors apart from attitudes are involved in determining behaviour, such as people’s ability to 

perform the action, or external circumstances such as peer pressure.  

There is a long research tradition, particularly in social psychology, of investigating the link between 

attitudes and behaviour (see for example Olson & Zanna, 1993). While it became apparent early on in this 

research tradition that attitudes are sometimes completely unrelated to behaviour (so that people often 
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say one thing but do another), advances over the last decades have focused on determining those 

circumstances that make people most likely to act in accordance with their attitudes. In this paper, we 

employ these research results to understand the area of tax behaviour, and in particular to understand 

when attitudes related to tax are relevant for tax behaviour. Although some may question the extent to 

which attitudes are at all relevant to understanding tax behaviour (e.g., Hessing, Elffers, & Weigel, 1988), 

our position is that attitude measurement can be useful, but it will be enhanced by understanding when 

attitudes are most likely to be indicative of behaviour. Rather than questioning the usefulness of 

measuring tax attitudes per se, we are concerned with providing some pointers on how to measure 

attitudes and interpret the results of attitude measurements in order to maximise their relevance for 

predicting tax behaviour. In the remainder of the paper, we present a brief overview of the nature of 

attitudes and how they have been assessed in the tax literature, and then investigate the link between tax 

attitudes and tax behaviour (particularly tax compliance). We conclude by discussing the implications for 

carrying out and interpreting tax compliance surveys.      

2. Tax attitudes research – brief  overview 

Attitudes are often defined as evaluations in relation to a particular object, person, behaviour, etc. (e.g., 

Ajzen, 1991). They are complex psychological constructs that are theorised to have several components: 

cognitive components (the beliefs that accompany an attitude), affective components (the emotional 

response related to an evaluation), and a behavioural component (the behavioural tendencies associated 

with an attitude). People may hold attitudes towards objects (for instance, towards mobile phones), other 

people or categories of people (for example, attitudes towards people belonging to a specific profession), 

towards certain behaviours (such as recycling), etc. Attitudes are thought to aid individuals to relate to the 

outside world, and are involved in many aspects of life from problem-solving to maintain a sense of 

personal identity (Pratkanis & Greenwald, 1989). While attitudes are broad evaluations, they are thought 

to impact specific behavioural intentions (see Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980); for example, a general favourable 

attitude towards academic achievement may impact a wide range of specific behaviours throughout a 

person’s life, from performance in early school years to interest in adult evening classes or professional 

development courses. Because attitudes are thought to be relatively stable over time, psychologists have 
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been interested in measuring these attitudes because they are believed to be informative of a range of 

specific behaviours. Applied to the realm of tax behaviour, a researcher may be interested to measure a 

person’s general attitude towards paying taxes because this stable general attitude may be indicative of a 

wide range of specific behaviours, such as underreporting income in any given year, filing a tax return on 

time, cooperating with the authorities, etc.  

 Given this apparent value in measuring broad attitudes, a wide range of tax compliance studies have 

assessed attitudes, even if they do not necessarily label it as such. For instance, in early research looking at 

the social and psychological determinants of tax compliance, Schmölders (1959) was interested in what he 

called people’s ‘tax mentality’, their general favourable or unfavourable stance toward paying taxes, a 

concept akin to attitudes. Another example is the literature on ‘tax morale’, defined as ‘intrinsic 

motivation’ to pay taxes (Alm & Torgler, 2006), a generalised stance that is akin to the attitude concept, in 

particular its behavioural component. Reviewing taxpaying attitudes research, Kirchler (2007) notes that 

the wide variety of tax behaviour studies focus on concepts similar to attitudes, although they may not 

explicitly use the term ‘attitude’. What varies across studies though is the object of these attitudes – while 

some may refer to ‘paying or evading taxes’ (e.g., Alm & Torgler, 2006), others refer to the ‘tax system’ 

(e.g., Schmölders, 1959), attitudes towards ‘tax authorities’ (e.g., Braithwaite, 2009), or even ‘tax evaders’ 

(e.g., Kirchler, 1998).   

Some studies investigating attitudes have focused on attitudes towards the state in general, or the tax 

system in particular. For instance, in his pioneering work on tax compliance, Schmölders (1959) surveyed 

people’s attitudes towards the state and the fairness of the tax system. More recent surveys also include 

measures of tax system fairness beliefs (e.g., Chan et al., 2000; Groenland & van Veldhoven, 1983; 

Stalans, Kinsey, & Smith, 1991; Vogel, 1974; Zahid, 2012), beliefs which underlie people’s attitudes about 

the tax system (Bobek & Hatfield, 2003). A related area of attitude research is the investigation of 

attitudes towards tax authorities, such as the fairness of their approach (e.g., Hartner et al., 2008; Murphy, 

2004; Vogel, 1974; Wallschutzky, 1984; Webley et al., 2001). Braithwaite (2003, 2009) argues that these 

attitudes underlie people’s motivation to cooperate with or defy tax authorities.  
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A large proportion of studies that include attitude measures focused on attitudes towards the behaviour 

of tax evasion (e.g., Barham & Fox, 2011; Bobek & Hatfield, 2003; Eriksen & Fallan, 1996; Groenland & 

van Veldhoven, 1983; Hessing et al., 1988; Lewis, 1982; Niemirowski, Wearing, Baldwin, Leonard, & 

Mobbs, 2002; Orviska & Hudson, 2003; Porcano, 1988; Song & Yarbrough, 1978; Vogel, 1974; Wärneryd 

& Walerud, 1982; Webley et al., 2001). Many of these studies look at the relationship between people’s 

attitudes towards evasion, on the one hand, and intentions to evade or self-reported compliance, on the 

other. We discuss these findings in the following section.  

An area related to evasion attitudes research is the investigation of tax morale. Defined as intrinsic 

motivation to pay taxes (Frey & Torgler, 2007), tax morale is a construct often used to explain inter-

individual and inter-group (e.g., cross-national) cultural differences in tax compliance. Many studies that 

rely on survey data measures of tax morale (e.g., Alm & Torgler, 2006; Cummings, Martinez-Vazquez, & 

McKee, 2001; Frey & Torgler, 2007; Torgler, 2005a, 2005b; Torgler & Schneider, 2002) employ a measure 

of tax morale extracted from the World Values Survey, a single question asking  people to rate ‘cheating 

on tax payments’ from ‘never justified’ to ‘always justified’. Although these authors do not use the term 

‘attitude’, the construct and measurement of tax morale is similar to that of tax evasion attitudes.   

Finally, some studies investigating tax-related attitudes have focused on attitudes towards others who 

evade (e.g., Eriksen & Fallan, 1996; Kirchler, 1998), asking respondents to evaluate tax evaders on various 

dimensions. It is beyond the scope of this brief paper to review the results of all of these studies.  

The succinct outline above of some of the main results in tax attitude research aims to showcase the 

diversity and heterogeneity of approaches to tax-related attitudes. It is important to note that definitions 

of attitudes in tax compliance research vary widely, and that many important research streams are directly 

relevant to attitude research, although they may not use the term ‘attitude’ (for a discussion, see also 

Kirchler, 2007). It is also important to note that while many studies investigate attitudes related to taxes, 

the object of these attitudes varies from attitudes towards the state, tax system, tax authorities, evasion 

behaviour (in its many forms), tax evaders, etc. A number of researchers have also attempted to create 

composite attitude scores to measure general tax-related attitudes by aggregating attitudes with different 
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objects (i.e., towards the tax system, towards evasion, etc.) (e.g., Groenland & van Veldhoven, 1983; 

Lewis, 1982). 

Given this variety of approaches to attitudes, the measurement of attitudes also varies greatly across 

studies. While some may employ simple single-question measures to capture attitudes, a number of 

studies provide more complex and theoretically-driven measures. In their study on the validity of tax 

evasion self-reports, Hessing and colleagues (1988) created an index to measure compliance attitudes by 

combining three attitude questions: attitudes towards underreporting income, attitudes towards 

unjustified deductions, and general attitudes towards evasion. They employed a widely used method for 

measuring attitudes towards a particular behaviour: a semantic differentials rating scale. In this rating system 

commonly used to assess attitudes (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993), participants are asked to evaluate behaviours 

on scales ranging from negative to positive evaluations (e.g., bad-good, unfair-fair, very disgraceful-not at 

all disgraceful). Semantic differentials were also employed by Kirchler (1998), who used a previously 

developed set of differentials (Peabody, 1985) to assess the difference in attitudes towards tax evaders and 

honest taxpayers. An interesting approach to evaluating attitudes was employed by Kirchler, Maciejovsky, 

and Schneider (2003), who investigated attitudes towards the behaviours of tax evasion, tax avoidance, 

and tax flight. They asked participants to produce as many spontaneous associations as possible to 

scenarios depicting the three tax evasion behaviours (for example, common associations were ‘clever’, 

‘fraud’, ‘black money’, etc.), and then asked participants to evaluate these associations on a continuum 

from ‘very negative’ to ‘very positive’. Using this method, the authors managed to capture attitudes using 

scenarios rather than asking people to think about abstract behaviours such as ‘concealing income’. 

Finally, another approach to measuring attitudes was employed by Bobek and Hatfield (2003), drawing on 

psychological theory on the nature of attitudes (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). The authors rely on the 

conceptualisation of attitudes towards evasion as the sum of all potential outcomes from engaging in 

evasion, weighted by the perceived likelihood that those outcomes will occur. Specifically, they 

investigated participants’ beliefs about favourable and unfavourable outcomes from engaging in evasion, 

and found five categories of beliefs regarding the outcome of evasion: minimize taxes paid, engage in 

illegal behaviour, feel guilty, incur penalty, and affect fairness of taxes paid. The final attitude score was 
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computed as the sum of participants’ beliefs about these outcomes related to engaging in evasion (for a 

detailed description of the method, see Bobek & Hatfield, 2003).      

It becomes apparent from the outline above that attitudes have been defined and measured in very 

diverse ways across the literature, potentially making the comparability of all these research results 

difficult. Nonetheless, if we define attitudes broadly as people’s favourable or unfavourable evaluations 

towards an attitude object (such as the behaviour of tax evasion, the category of tax avoiders, the fiscal 

system, etc.), it becomes apparent that much of the survey research conducted in the tax compliance field 

assesses attitudes. But it is rare that researchers are interested in the attitudes they study as an end-goal – it 

is the behaviour that these attitudes is thought to be representative of that is of interest. For instance, it is 

inferred that when people respond in a survey that ‘tax evasion is never justified’, then they would be less 

likely to engage in tax evasion. It is this compliance behaviour that most attitude research is aiming to 

predict.    

3. Do people do what they say: Attitudes and behaviour 

Although most attitude surveys are ultimately interested in behaviour (i.e., to predict tax compliance or 

non-compliance), the relationship between attitudes and behaviour is not necessarily straightforward. The 

attitude-behaviour link has been subject to debate since early 20th century, finding sometimes no 

correlation between what people report their attitudes to be and their actual behaviour (e.g., Wicker, 

1969). For example, someone may display a strongly negative attitude towards smoking, but still carry on 

smoking due to their addiction. A person may answer that they have positive attitudes towards bungee-

jumping, but still be very unlikely to engage in the behaviour because her loved ones disapprove. Many 

people may feel very positive towards owning their own private aeroplane if asked, but that does not 

necessarily mean they would purchase one. A multitude of factors intervene to make the relationship 

between attitudes and behaviour complex. This means people do not always act according to their 

attitudes, and it may sometimes be misleading to assess attitudes and infer conclusions about behaviour 

(for a discussion, see Ajzen, 1991).  
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Given the awareness that attitudes may not always predict behaviour, a number of studies in the tax 

compliance literature have been concerned with assessing the strength of the attitude-behaviour link. 

These studies attempt to measure both attitudes (for instance, attitudes towards tax evasion) and 

behaviour (past compliance record) to assess to what extent the two measures are correlated. For 

instance, Porcano (1988) measured both attitudes towards evasion and self-reported compliance to find a 

positive relationship between attitudes and compliance behaviour; a similar strong relationship between 

attitudes and evasion intentions was found by Niemirowski and colleagues (2002). Webley and colleagues 

(2001) found that attitudes towards tax authorities were a significant predictor of self-reported 

compliance. Looking at evasion intentions across different tax-related scenarios, Bobek and Hatfield 

(2003) also found a significant link between attitudes towards evasion and intentions to cheat. Taken 

together, these results point to a positive link between attitudes and behaviour, suggesting that people’s 

responses to tax attitude measures are actually related to their subsequent compliance decisions. However, 

all of these studies are based on self-reported measures of tax compliance, as people were asked either if 

they evaded in the past or whether they would evade in particular future situations. Such self-reports have 

been criticised as invalid; given that people are motivated to respond in a way that is socially-acceptable, 

particularly in the case of ethical behaviour (Randall & Fernandes, 1991), people might be particularly 

motivated to report being more compliant than they actually have been or would be in the future (for 

discussions, see Elffers, Robben, & Hessing, 1992; Elffers, Weigel, & Hessing, 1987; Lewis, 1982; Webley 

et al., 2001). Such measurement error may cast doubt on the extent to which behaviour that is self-

reported in a questionnaire is actually indicative of how people would behave in reality, in turn casting 

doubt on the legitimacy of the positive link between attitudes and behaviour as reported above.  

It seems that an ideal solution to investigate whether attitudes are indeed linked to behaviour is to 

measure actual behaviour instead of self-reported behaviour. In collaboration with the Dutch tax 

authorities, Hessing and colleagues (1988) were able to do just that – they looked at the relationship 

between attitudes as measured in a survey and taxpayers’ actual documented status 

(compliant/noncompliant) with the that authorities. They surveyed taxpayers who had been subject to a 

tax audit in the previous year, as well as a random sample of non-audited taxpayers. They found a positive 
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but weak relationship between attitudes and self-reported behaviour, but there was no relationship 

between attitudes and respondents’ actual documented behaviour with the tax authority. Given that there 

was no relationship between people’s reported attitudes towards evasion and their actual compliance, the 

authors call into question the very utility of using attitude surveys to make any inferences about past or 

future compliance decisions. While this conclusion may seem valid at first glance, it is worth noting that 

people’s documented status with the tax authority is not an error-free measure of evasion behaviour, as 

much evasion can go undetected and there is a degree of subjectivity in the categorisation of taxpayers by 

tax inspectors following an audit (Antonides & Robben, 1995; Boll, 2013; Elffers et al., 1992; Long & 

Swingen, 1991).  

Elffers and colleagues (1987) became particularly interested in the lack of validity of self-reports (people’s 

accounts of whether they have or would evade taxes), and had the opportunity to compare a sample’s 

documented status with the tax authority with their self-reports of complaince. They found no correlation 

at all between what people reported their compliance record to be in a survey and their actual status with 

the tax authority. In a subsequent study (1992), they used looked again at the relationship between 

questionnaire self-report and documented status, but also added a third measurement: people’s behaviour 

in a tax evasion experiment. To their surprise, not only did they replicate the finding that there was no 

relationship between questionnaire self-report and documented status with the authorities, but none of  

these measures showed any correlation with how people behaved in a tax evasion experiment. Elffers, 

Robben, & Hessing (1991) also analysed in greater detail the tax inspectors’ assessment by having income 

tax returns that were previously analysed by a tax inspector analysed again by both another inspector and 

a commission of experts from the tax authority. They found large disagreement rate between the 

assessment of the first inspector, one the one hand, and the assessment of the second inspector (41% 

disagreement) and the assessment of the expert commission (48% disagreement), on the other hand. 

These studies demonstrate how challenging it is to measure tax compliance behaviour reliably, and that 

there are significant issues surrounding both self-report and document status measures.  

It thus seems particularly difficult to make any assessment of the extent to which tax compliance attitudes 

influence people’s compliance behaviour, given that actual behaviour is difficult to measure reliably. 
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Although it is important to assess to what extent tax compliance attitudes influence people’s compliance 

decisions, further research is necessary in order to provide a convincing answer regarding the relationship 

of attitudes and behaviour in the case of tax compliance. However, although further empirical evidence is 

needed, we believe that there are theoretical arguments in support of a relationship between attitudes and 

behaviour (which we discuss in the following section), and we can assume that attitudes have at least 

some impact on behaviour. In the next section, we discuss the conditions under which attitudes are most 

likely to impact behaviour, and also how to assess tax compliance attitudes in order to maximise their 

predictive value.  

4. Maximising the efficacy of  attitude surveys 

As discussed above, there is great diversity in the definition and measurement of tax-related attitudes, as 

well as debate regarding the extent to which tax attitudes do indeed influence tax compliance decisions. 

These issues have led some authors to question the very utility of researching tax attitudes using survey 

methods (e.g., Hessing et al., 1988). However, there is evidence across a range of human behaviours that 

attitudes do influence people’s behaviour (see for example Olson & Zanna, 1993), and there is evidence 

to support the relevance of measuring attitudes in the tax compliance field (e.g., Bobek & Hatfield, 2003; 

Niemirowski et al., 2002; Webley et al., 2001). Rather than asking whether attitudes are predictive for tax 

compliance decisions, we believe it is important to acknowledge that attitudes play a part in explaining tax 

behaviour, and rather focus on understanding when it is most likely that attitudes will influence behaviour. 

By looking at the conditions under which attitudes are most likely to influence behaviour we can 

maximise the usefulness of attitude surveys.    

The role of attitudes in influencing behaviour has been subject to heated debates in psychology over the 

last decade, from those who maintain that there is a strong attitude-behaviour link (e.g., Ajzen & 

Fishbein, 1977) to those who deny that such a link is significant and question the usefulness of measuring 

attitudes (e.g., Wicker, 1969). Current approaches to this issue generally maintain that there is a significant 

attitude-behaviour link, but that behaviour is determined by a range of other factors in addition to 

attitudes, and there are several psychological models that explain how intentions to perform certain 
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behaviours emerge (see Olson & Zanna, 1993). For the sake of brevity, we only refer here to the most 

widely researched of these models (Armitage & Conner, 2001), the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 

1991). The theory postulates that intentions to perform certain behaviours (for example, to comply with 

fiscal obligations) are determined by three main factors: (1) attitudes towards that behaviour (e.g., whether 

a person evaluates the act of paying taxes favourably), (2) social norms held by close others (e.g., whether 

family and friend condone tax evasion), and (3) perceived control over the behaviour (e.g., whether there 

are external constraints affecting the decision to evade, such as opportunities to evade or knowledge 

about how to do so) (for applications of Theory of Planned Behaviour to tax compliance, see Bobek & 

Hatfield, 2003; Hessing et al., 1988).  

Reviews of Theory of Planned Behaviour generally find that the theory has good predictive power, 

managing to explain the variation in people’s self-reported and actual behaviour (for a discussion, see 

Armitage & Conner, 2001). More importantly for our current focus on attitudes, such reviews find that 

attitudes are the strongest factor of the three in explaining a substantial proportion of variation in 

intentions to perform certain behaviours (Armitage & Conner, 2001). In other words, there is evidence 

that across a range of behaviours attitudes are relevant in explaining why people act in certain ways.  

However, attitudes will be stronger predictors of behaviour in some instances than others. One factor to 

consider is the strength of attitudes – if people hold strong attitudes towards a behaviour, then these 

attitudes are likely to be particularly influential. For example, if one feels very strongly that being fully 

compliant with the law is the right thing to do, then it is likely that their attitudes will predict behaviour 

more than someone who feels equally favourable towards compliance, but does not have an equally 

strong attitude. It may be of value, then, in addition to measuring attitudes, to also include a measure of 

attitude strength (Sparks, Hedderley, & Shepherd, 1992).  

Certain situations may weaken the effect of attitudes, such as a case of strong normative influence 

regarding the behaviour in question. For example, when social norms are particularly strong against 

evasion people may be guided by these norms, especially for certain types of individuals prone to social 

influence (for a discussion, see Armitage & Conner, 2001) and when the people or groups who apply the 
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normative influence are important for the individual (Terry & Hogg, 1996) (for a discussion of social 

norms and tax compliance, see also Onu & Oats, 2014).  

Another strong predictor of behaviour intentions, as discussed above in the context of Theory of Planned 

Behaviour, is the extent to which a person perceived that they have control over the situation to enact 

the behaviour. Perceived control affects the extent to which an intention to perform the behaviour arises, 

but also the extent to which that intention can actually be put into action (for a discussion, see Armitage 

& Conner, 2001). For example, if a person does not feel confident regarding their knowledge or ability to 

omit income in a tax declaration, they will be less likely to intend to do so. At the same time, even if they 

might intend to not declare income, they may be in a situation where they cannot enact that intention, 

such as their taxes being withheld at the source. The role of perceived control has been acknowledged in 

the tax literature in various forms, such as the influence of tax knowledge or opportunity on compliance 

decisions (for overviews, see Kirchler, 2007).    

In summary, attitude measures will be most relevant for behaviour when people feel strongly about the 

behaviour in question (either favourably or unfavourably), when social norms are not particularly strong 

or the person is unlikely to be influenced by these norms, and when performing the behaviour is under 

the person’s control. It is also important to keep in mind that the way attitudes are measured will impact 

on the usefulness of attitudes for understanding tax compliance. More valid results are likely to be 

produced by measuring attitudes that are specific to the behaviour the researcher is interested in 

(Ajzen, 1991). For example, if one is interested in predicting income tax evasion, it is most useful to 

assess attitudes towards tax evasion (perhaps by assessing attitudes toward specific behaviours such as not 

declaring income or over-claiming expenses, see Hessing et al., 1988). Or if one is interested in assessing 

to what extent taxpayers are likely to cooperate with authorities, it will be most useful to measure attitudes 

towards tax authorities.  

The scales used to measure attitudes are also likely to be a factor that influences the validity of attitude 

survey measures. It is probably best to use measures of attitudes that is consistent with the theoretical 

construal of attitudes as favourable or unfavourable evaluations, measures such as semantic differentials 

(as discussed above in Section 2) (for examples, see Hessing et al., 1988; Kirchler, 1998).  
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Finally, it is worth noting that attitude measurements are susceptible to self-presentation concerns, 

particularly for behaviours that have a moral dimension. Beck and Ajzen (1991) noted that people may be 

more likely to respond in a socially-desirable way in such cases, and used Theory of Planned Behaviour to 

predict behaviours such as cheating on a test and shoplifting. They found that the theory reliably 

predicted self-reported behaviour but was less able to predict actual behaviour, given that people tended 

to be dishonest in self-reports about the extent to which they engaged in those immoral behaviours. The 

authors also introduced a moral obligation measure that was useful in explaining self-reported behaviour 

but less so for actual behaviour (for a similar approach in the tax literature, see Bobek & Hatfield, 2003). 

This led the authors to conclude that it may prove more difficult to predict actual behaviour when people 

are motivated to present themselves in a positive light in self-report questionnaires, as also noted in the 

tax compliance literature (Elffers et al., 1992; Hessing et al., 1988). However, Beck and Ajzen (1991) were 

able to increase the prediction of actual behaviour by including a measure that captures people’s 

tendencies to present themselves in a socially desirable way (Social Desirability Scale, Crowne & Marlowe, 

1964).      

In measuring tax-related attitudes, the researcher can thus maximise the relevance of the attitude 

measures in predicting behaviour by measuring attitudes towards the specific behaviour they are aiming to 

predict, using theoretically-driven scales, and taking into account people’s tendencies to present 

themselves in a way that is socially acceptable.  

5. Conclusion 

A large number of the surveys investigating tax behaviour have focused on attitudes measures. Many of 

these studies rest on the assumption that attitudes are indicative of behaviour. For instance, they might 

assume that if a large proportion of people agree with a statement such as ‘tax evasion is sometimes 

justified’, then this result is indicative of endemic noncompliance. However, the relationship between 

such attitude measures and actual behaviour has been under intense debate in psychology over the last 

century, and has more recently been questioned in relation to tax compliance behaviour in particular. Our 

position in the present paper is that attitudes have the potential to be a useful tool for understanding tax 
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behaviour, but that it is important to understand the circumstances under which attitudes can be more or 

less relevant in predicting behaviour, and also to improve the validity of attitude measures. Given that an 

increasing proportion of researchers in the tax behaviour field focus on the role of psychological factors 

(such as attitudes) in compliance decisions, we believe that it is particularly important to reflect on the 

value of attitude measures and to maximise their usefulness by understanding when they are most likely to 

be linked to compliance decisions.   
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