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Abstract:

 The authors conducted a survey of 502 Turkish and Australian undergraduate and graduate business and economic students to determine their views regarding the ethics of tax evasion. These two groups were selected on the premise that their views represented the perceptions of two very different cultures, which has not been investigated in previous studies. The survey instrument required students to indicate their level of agreeableness to 18 general statements representing various scenarios in the socio-economic environment. The statements in the survey reflected the three main viewpoints regarding the ethics of tax evasion which have emerged from the literature to date. The results of the study show that although Turkish scores are significantly different from the Australian scores, both Turkish and Australian respondents believe that tax evasion can be ethically justifiable in certain situations, although some arguments are stronger than others.
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1. Introduction


An examination of the tax evasion literature reveals that culture plays an important role in determining the views and opinions of taxpayers. There have been a number of studies that have focused on tax evasion in a particular country but few that have encompassed comparative studies) [1,2,3]. In some of the previous studies ethics are sometimes discussed but, more often than not, the focus of the discussion is on government corruption and the reasons why the citizenry does not feel any moral duty to pay taxes to the government. Most studies on tax evasion tend to look at issues from a public finance or economics perspective, although ethical issues may be mentioned briefly, in passing. It is also evident that some previous studies have compared the ethical views of citizens from different countries without taking into account genuine differences in culture, religion and legal systems [4].



This study aims to overcome this research gap by presenting the preliminary results of an empirical investigation into the views and opinions of both Australian and Turkish tax/accounting students, regarding the ethics of tax evasion. In comparing Australia and Turkey, the Australian legal system is based on common law while Turkey is a civil law jurisdiction. Likewise Australian society is of predominately Christian belief while Turkey is predominately of Muslim belief. Australian culture generally derives from an Anglo-Saxon origin although arguments could be mounted for a more multi-cultural society nowadays while Turkey has strong European and Middle Eastern ties. Thus, there is a need for further research, which the present study is intended to partially address. Collaboration between Monash University in Australia and Inonu University in Turkey was established to conduct the research. This paper reports on the ethics of tax evasion based on the opinions of Turkish and Australian tax/accounting students and compares their views to determine whether cultural differences may explain the differing perceptions of tax evasion. For the purposes of this study tax evasion is defined as intentional illegal behavior, or as behavior involving a direct violation of tax law to escape the payment of tax [5].



Following the introduction in part one of the paper part two briefly reviews the literature on the ethics of tax evasion, based on the three main viewpoints which have emerged over the past few centuries. The results of similar empirical student studies untaken worldwide are also considered with a focus on the religious approaches to tax evasion. Legal, political and philosophical approaches to tax evasion are outside the scope of this study and are not directly examined. Part three proceeds to outline the methodology which was employed in this study. Part four presents the statistical results including a reliability analysis, demographics and overall assessment. Part four also provides a comparative analysis of the two groups of respondents and summarizes the main research findings. Finally, part five, notes the study’s conclusions, limitations and offers some suggestions for further research.




2. Literature Review


Tax evasion has been in existence since ancient times when taxes first started to be collected as evidenced in Biblical references of both the Old and New Testaments [6,7]. Other authors, Jewish [8,9], Christian [10,11], Muslim [12,13,14] and Baha’i have also conducted research on tax evasion [15]. Some scholars have taken a secular perspective [16,17,18]. Despite the plethora of reasons given over time to justify tax evasion, some reasons have been more persuasive than others [19].



There is a vast history of individuals who have avoided or evaded taxes. According to some scholars, the historical records go back 5000 years or more [6,7]. Most of the early literature on tax evasion is from a religious source. Both the Old and New Testament of the Christian Bible address the issue. The general view proposes that there is a moral or religious duty to pay taxes, but that duty is not absolute. In the New Testament, when Jesus was asked what duty exists to pay taxes to Rome, he replied that one should render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s (Matthew 22: 21). This response prevented Jesus from getting into trouble with the Roman officials, but begged the question, “Exactly what is Caesar/the government entitled to?”



Historically, there have been three main views on the morality of tax evasion [19,20,21,22,23]. At one extreme is the first main view that evading taxes is immoral and that one has an absolute duty to pay whatever taxes the government demands. A multitude of justifications have been put forward for this position. One justification proposes that whoever is the king/leader is there with God’s permission and consequently the failure to support any leader amounts to disobeying God [20,22]. This view has had little support in recent times, as fewer people believe that political leaders are only there as a result of God’s approval.



A further reason supporting the individuals’ absolute duty to pay whatever taxes the government imposes is that people have voted for government leaders who have endorsed this. It is an individuals’ democratic right to vote or leave and go to another jurisdiction if they disagree with the government which legally imposes tax on its citizens.



These related arguments can be refuted on several grounds. For instance, if a 51 percent majority passes a certain law, the other 49 percent does not have to automatically obey. If this was the case it would mean that one’s rights would disappear whenever one is in the minority. A quip attributed to Benjamin Franklin sums up this view. “Democracy is two wolves and one sheep voting on what’s for lunch. Freedom is a well-armed sheep contesting the vote” [24].



The “if you don’t like it, leave” argument also suffers from some philosophical deficiencies. Taxpayers should not be compelled to leave their homes and country just so that they can avoid an unjust or excessive tax. In some cases, leaving is not an option either because their government prevents them from leaving (e.g., Cuba, North Korea and the former Soviet Union), or because they lack the resources or approval of the country of refuge. Where there is no choice, acting morally is impossible [22].



The view which supports a rigid moral duty to pay whatever taxes the government demands lacks creditability when one considers the question, “Was there a moral duty for the Jews living in Nazi Germany to pay taxes to Hitler?” However, despite this extreme case, some individuals—Orthodox Jews—believe that there is at least some duty to pay taxes to Hitler. In a survey of Orthodox Jews (employing a similar survey instrument to the one used in the present study), the sample population was asked whether tax evasion would be ethical if the taxpayer were a Jew living in Nazi Germany [25]. Although there was heavy support for tax evasion in this case, the support for evasion was not absolute.



Three reasons were cited in the Jewish literature supporting the Jews obligation to pay taxes even to Hitler [8,9]. One view held the belief that “the law is the law”, which means one must obey all laws always. Today, this view is questioned on moral grounds, but a few thousand years ago many people held this view.



The second justification given in the Jewish literature was that one must never do anything to disparage another Jew [8,9]. If one Jew evades taxes, it makes all Jews look bad. Such a view is collectivist at its core, in that it requires individuals to make moral choices based on the consequences to others, rather than doing the right thing regardless of the consequences. If no Jews paid taxes to Hitler, it would have made it more difficult for Hitler to fund his reign of terror against the Jews, which would have benefitted the Jewish community.



The third reason some Jews gave for being morally obligated to pay taxes even to Hitler was because of the view that failure to pay taxes could result in going to prison, which would make it impossible to perform mitzvahs (good works). Since one has a moral duty to do good works, according to the Jewish literature, the logical conclusion is that it is immoral to evade taxes [8,9].



This view may also be criticized, on logical grounds. For example, if one goes to prison, it may actually provide more opportunities for performing good works than if one remained on the outside. It also seems outrageous to require a Jew to pay taxes to Hitler merely to avoid going to prison, when the probable outcome would be to go to a death camp. Going to a prison as opposed to a death camp was a valid reason to evade taxes [22].



At the other extreme is the second main view that evading taxes is never immoral. Those who espouse this view often believe that all governments are illegitimate and need not be obeyed or supported financially [19,22,26]. A more limited espousal of this view was made by Robert Nozick [27], the late Harvard philosophy professor, who equated taxes on income as the moral equivalent of slavery [24]. For example, taxing away 40 percent of one’s income is the equivalent of enslaving the person for two days a week. If one accepts his premise, then the logical conclusion would be that there is nothing immoral about evading the income tax, since slaves owe no duty to their master. One counterargument would be that slaves owe at least some duty to their master because the master provides food, clothing and shelter to slaves (or that citizens owe some duty to the government because the government provides services to them). Some slaves (and taxpayers) would disagree with this argument.



The third main view is that tax evasion may be justified on moral grounds sometimes. This view is the prevalent view in the theological [19,22], philosophical [20] and empirical [17,28,29,30,31] literature.



The most comprehensive study of the theological and philosophical literature on the ethics of tax evasion conducted in the twentieth century was done by Martin Crowe a Catholic priest. Crowe researched 500 years of philosophical and theological literature, mostly Catholic, some of which was in the Latin Language. Crowe’s examination of the literature found that most (not all) theologians and philosophers held the belief that there is some justification for tax evasion in some cases [19]. The strongest arguments justifying tax evasion over the centuries have been mainly based on fairness. Tax evasion might be justified if the king is a tyrant, if the government is corrupt, if the tax system is perceived as being unfair or if the taxpayer does not have the ability to pay.



Other religious literature has generally supported this view, although there have been some exceptions. An examination of the Mormon (Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints) religious literature could not find any justification for evading taxes [32]. The Baha’i literature was almost as absolute, justifying tax evasion only in cases where the government persecuted members of the Baha’i faith [15]. The Jewish literature holds that tax evasion is usually unethical, although exceptions can be made in certain cases, such as where the government is corrupt [8,9].



Most of the twentieth-century Christian literature holds that tax evasion is justifiable in some cases. The most common justifications are in cases where the system is perceived as being unfair, where the government is corrupt, or where the taxpayer has an inability to pay [16,20]. Some of both the Christian and secular literature take the position that some evasion is justified if the tax funds are used to finance an unjust war [11,22].



A few scholars have examined the Muslim literature on this issue. The findings are mixed. Two scholars took the position that there is no moral duty to pay taxes on income, and that there is no duty to pay a tax that increases prices, such as a sales or use tax, value added tax, or a tariff [12,14]. Another Muslim scholar disputed their position, arguing that there is an absolute duty to pay all taxes the government imposes. However, this absolute duty exists only if the government in question has adopted Sharia law. Evading taxes in such cases would be to disobey Allah [13].



Further empirical studies surveyed various groups to determine their views on the ethics of tax evasion [30,33]. In particular, the following selection of international empirical studies employed an 18 statement survey instrument similar to the one used in the present study. The findings of an Australian study indicated that females were slightly more opposed to tax evasion in most cases, while business and economics students were least opposed to tax evasion, and that seminary students were most opposed. In addition Muslims were found to be least opposed to tax evasion as were Asians, while Catholics were most opposed and Anglo Saxsons were most strongly opposed [34].



A further study of students from the Peoples Republic of China (PRC) found strong opposition to tax evasion in general, although some arguments were stronger than others. Women were significantly more opposed to tax evasion than were men. The business and economics students were least opposed, while the law and philosophy students were found to be equally opposed [30]. Another study of social science, business and economics students in Southern China and Macau that omitted the three human rights issues found moderate to strong opposition to tax evasion in general, although some justifications for evasion were stronger than others. Students from Macau and China were equally opposed to tax evasion, as evidenced by the insignificant differences in mean scores. Men and women were also found to be equally opposed to tax evasion [35].



A survey of Estonian business students, faculty and practitioners found strong opposition to tax evasion. Women were significantly more opposed to tax evasion. Overall, undergraduate students were least opposed to tax evasion; faculty and practitioners were most opposed. Older people were significantly more opposed to tax evasion than were younger people. However, the differences in mean scores between accounting students and other business students were not significant [36].



An Indian study of business students found moderate to strong opposition to tax evasion. Men were slightly more opposed to tax evasion, but the difference in mean scores was significant in only 1 of 18 cases. Faculty representatives were significantly more opposed to tax evasion than were graduate students. However, Accounting students were slightly more opposed to tax evasion than other business majors [37].



A further study of Spanish student opinion in South Texas found moderate to strong opposition to tax evasion. There were no significant gender differences, between those in the under 25 and over 25 age groups. Similar to the Indian study, Accounting majors were significantly more opposed to tax evasion than were other business majors [38]. Likewise a study of Puerto Rican accounting and law students found moderate to strong opposition to tax evasion. Women were more opposed to tax evasion in 16 of the 18 cases, but their opposition was significantly higher in only three cases [39].



Therefore when examining cultural differences predominately resulting from differences in religious beliefs some broad conclusions can be drawn. In considering the views of the various religious groups it is evident that Jew’s and Baha’s are strongly opposed to tax evasion, whereas other Christians including Catholics and also Muslims take a more flexible approach. Likewise due to the lack of theoretical and empirical studies with regards to tax evasion under Buddhism and Hinduism the impact is largely unknown [40].



Overall the above studies found that, although tax evasion was generally considered to be unethical, there were exceptions. Some arguments justifying tax evasion were stronger than others. The strongest arguments to justify tax evasion were in cases where the government engaged in human rights abuses. The second strongest set of arguments justifying tax evasion were in cases where the tax system was perceived as being unfair, where the government was corrupt, where the tax funds were wasted, where tax rates were too high, or where the taxpayer was not able to pay. The weakest arguments to justify tax evasion were in cases where the taxpayer received benefits from the government or where the tax funds were spent on worthy projects and the taxpayers got good value in return for their taxes paid.




3. Methodology


3.1. Measured Variables


The present study builds on prior research and uses a survey instrument that is similar to that used in some other empirical studies to facilitate comparison [29,33]. A survey was distributed to groups of university students in Turkey (N = 291) and Australia (N = 211) in order to ascertain their views on the ethics of tax evasion. The two groups of respondents were selected because their views would represent the perceptions of two different cultures. To determine their perceptions on the issue of tax evasion, students were requested to state their level of agreeableness (on a 7-point Likert scale, 1 = strongly agree, 7 = strongly disagree) to 18 general statements that provided differing scenarios in the socio-economic environment (see Table 1). The statements in the survey reflected the three main viewpoints on the ethics of tax evasion, (a. tax evasion is always or almost always ethical; b. tax evasion is sometimes ethical; c. tax evasion is never or almost never ethical) that have emerged over the past centuries [19].


Table 1. Eighteen statements in the survey.


	No
	Statement





	1
	Tax evasion is ethical if tax rates are too high.



	2
	Tax evasion is ethical even if tax rates are not too high because the government is not entitled to take as much as it is taking from me.



	3
	Tax evasion is ethical if the tax system is unfair.



	4
	Tax evasion is ethical if a large portion of the money collected is wasted.



	5
	Tax evasion is ethical even if most of the money collected is spent wisely.



	6
	Tax evasion is ethical if a large portion of the money collected is spent on projects that I morally disapprove of.



	7
	Tax evasion is ethical even if a large portion of the money collected is spent on worthy projects.



	8
	Tax evasion is ethical if a large portion of the money collected is spent on projects that do not benefit me.



	9
	Tax evasion is ethical even if a large portion of the money collected is spent on projects that do benefit me.



	10
	Tax evasion is ethical if everyone is doing it.



	11
	Tax evasion is ethical if a significant portion of the money collected winds up in the pockets of corrupt politicians or their families and friends.



	12
	Tax evasion is ethical if the probability of getting caught is low



	13
	Tax evasion is ethical if some of the proceeds go to support a war that I consider to be unjust.



	14
	Tax evasion is ethical if I can’t afford to pay.



	15
	Tax evasion is ethical even if it means that if I pay less, others will have to pay more.



	16
	Tax evasion would be ethical if I lived under an oppressive regime like Nazi Germany or Stalinist Russia.



	17
	Tax evasion is ethical if the government discriminates against me because of my religion, race or ethnic background.



	18
	Tax evasion is ethical if the government imprisons people for their political opinions.










3.2. Descriptive Analysis


A reliability analysis employing Cronbach’s Alpha is presented below. In Table 2, the scale scores (Turkey = 0.862, Australia = 0.954), exceeds the minimum acceptable level of 0.70 as recommended by Carmines and Zeller [41]. In addition, it was observed that none of the variables has a negative relationship with the total correlation. Consequently, this finding indicates that internal consistency of the data is considerably high.


Table 2. Reliability analysis.








	
	Turkey (N = 291)
	Australia (N = 211)
	Turkey & Australia (N = 502)





	Cronbach’s alpha
	0.862
	0.954
	0.910









The main demographic variables, comprising; education level, academic major, age and gender are presented in Table 3. Although 100% of the Turkish students were undergraduates nearly half of the Australian respondents were graduates with 16.5% over the age of 30 years. Consequently, although they are students, many would have work experience and have paid taxes. Also the 100% of Turkish students have a business and economics major while 85% of Australian students were completing an accounting major. This indicates that most would have been familiar with the role and application of taxes in society and would have had some knowledge base from which to answer the survey questions.



Table 3. Demographics.



	

	
Turkey

	
Australia




	

	
Sample Size

	
%

	
Sample Size

	
%






	
Education Level

	

	

	

	




	
 Undergraduate

	
291

	
100.0

	
107

	
50.7




	
 Graduate

	
-

	
-

	
97

	
46.0




	
 Other

	
-

	
-

	
7

	
3.3




	
 Unknown

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-




	
Major

	

	

	

	




	
 Accounting

	
-

	
-

	
178

	
84.8




	
 Business/Economics

	
291

	
100.0

	
19

	
9.0




	
 Theology

	
-

	
-

	
1

	
0.5




	
 Law

	
-

	
-

	
5

	
2.4




	
 Other

	
-

	
-

	
7

	
3.3




	
 Unknown

	
-

	
-

	
1

	
0.5




	
Age

	

	

	

	




	
 15–29

	
268

	
92.1

	
175

	
82.9




	
 30–49

	
22

	
7.6

	
29

	
13.7




	
 50+

	
-

	
-

	
6

	
2.8




	
 Unknown

	
1

	
0.3

	
1

	
0.5




	
Gender

	

	

	

	




	
 Male

	
130

	
44.7

	
108

	
51.2




	
 Female

	
160

	
55.0

	
101

	
47.9




	
 Unknown

	
1

	
0.3

	
2

	
0.9




	
Total

	
291

	

	
211

	












4. Results


4.1. Overall Assessment


The survey incorporated 18 statements reflecting the socio-economic environment which produced the following means and standard deviations for the Turkish and Australian samples depicted in Table 4. The overall means were 4.83 for the Turkish sample and 4.26 for the Australian sample, which indicates that overall, the Turkish respondents were more opposed to tax evasion than were the Australian respondents. The results of the study indicate that although Turkish scores are significantly different from the Australian scores (see Table 5 below: The tests on mean difference indicated that the overall mean for Turkey was 4.83 and Australia 4.26), both the Turkish and Australian respondents believe that tax evasion can be ethically justifiable in certain situations, although it has to be emphasized that some arguments are stronger than others. However, the fact that the scale was from 1 to 7 indicates that there was generally wide support for tax evasion.



Table 4. Responses from Turkey and Australia.



	
S#

	
Turkey

	
Australia




	
Mean

	
S.D.

	
Mean

	
S.D.






	
1

	
4.23

	
2.204

	
3.97

	
1.678




	
2

	
5.73

	
1.912

	
4.37

	
1.756




	
3

	
3.94

	
2.112

	
3.47

	
1.626




	
4

	
3.77

	
2.109

	
3.51

	
1.639




	
5

	
5.89

	
1.778

	
4.84

	
1.744




	
6

	
4.48

	
2.127

	
4.25

	
1.549




	
7

	
6.04

	
1.604

	
5.01

	
1.668




	
8

	
5.66

	
1.669

	
4.64

	
1.643




	
9

	
5.93

	
1.682

	
4.88

	
1.670




	
10

	
5.63

	
1.928

	
4.77

	
1.696




	
11

	
3.61

	
2.423

	
3.71

	
1.775




	
12

	
5.70

	
1.812

	
4.87

	
1.643




	
13

	
4.04

	
2.278

	
4.09

	
1.636




	
14

	
4.65

	
2.078

	
4.24

	
1.676




	
15

	
5.76

	
1.641

	
4.75

	
1.672




	
16

	
3.86

	
2.125

	
3.60

	
1.513




	
17

	
3.96

	
2.221

	
3.24

	
1.554




	
18

	
4.04

	
2.268

	
3.30

	
1.526




	
Mean

	
4.83

	
1.998

	
4.26

	
1.648








Note: Scale (1 = strongly agree; 7 = strongly disagree).







Table 5. Mann-Whitney U test results of Turkey and Australia.


	S#
	(Mann-Whitney U)
	(Wilcoxon W)
	z-Stat
	p-Value





	1
	27973.50
	49918.50
	−1.429
	0.153



	2
	16319.00
	38474.00
	−9.153
	0.000 **



	3
	26879.00
	49034.00
	−2.215
	0.027 **



	4
	29001.50
	50737.50
	−0.742
	0.458



	5
	18814.50
	40969.50
	−7.651
	0.000 **



	6
	27462.00
	49617.00
	−1.773
	0.076



	7
	18064.00
	40009.00
	−8.071
	0.000 **



	8
	18720.50
	40875.50
	−7.408
	0.000 **



	9
	17712.00
	39448.00
	−8.160
	0.000 **



	10
	19760.00
	40875.00
	−6.476
	0.000 **



	11
	28097.50
	69713.50
	−1.105
	0.269



	12
	19820.50
	41765.50
	−6.772
	0.000 **



	13
	29644.50
	70685.50
	−0.156
	0.876



	14
	25068.00
	45774.00
	−2.786
	0.005 *



	15
	18245.00
	38748.00
	−7.201
	0.000 **



	16
	28714.50
	50869.50
	−0.975
	0.330



	17
	25021.50
	46966.50
	−3.140
	0.002 **



	18
	25135.50
	47290.50
	−3.201
	0.001 **







Notes: * Statistically significant difference at the 5% level; ** Statistically significant difference at the 1% level.








The ranges of scores for the Australian and Turkish sample are illustrated in Figure 1. In most cases, the Turks were more opposed to tax evasion than were the Australians. In particular, in Q10 the Turks strongly disagreed that “tax evasion was ethical if everyone was doing it” with a mean of 5.63 and high of 6.63. Whereas the Australian students felt that wider acceptability of evasion made it more ethical, producing a mean of 4.77. Additionally in Q2, with respect to the collection of government revenues justifying tax evasion, the Turks (mean = 5.73) were more opposed than the Australians (mean = 4.37). The other main issues where the Turks and Australians differed, were with respect to government spending regardless of whether they were spent on worthy projects or whether they benefited the citizen or not. The Australians were more comfortable with tax evasion in these cases. (See Q7 Turk mean 6.04 Aust. mean 5.01, Q8 Turk mean = 5.66 Aust. mean = 4.64 and Q9 Turk mean 5.93 Aust. 4.88). The other discrepancy of note between the two nationalities was the selfish attitude of paying less tax even if others have to pay more. (See Q15 Turk mean = 5.76 and Aust. mean = 4.75).


Figure 1. Range of scores Turkey and Australia.
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4.2. Test on Mean Difference and Analysis


The difference on opinions of the respondents on tax evasion is tested through non-parametric Mann Whitney U Test. Interesting results of both the z-stats and p-values for each country against all 18 statements appear in Table 5. In 11 cases the difference in mean score was significant at the one percent level (p-value **). Significant differences between Australian and Turkish opinion revolved around issues such as, tax collection, tax fairness, tax spending (exchange equity), the acceptability of tax evasion, the probability of detection, the duty to pay (vertical/horizontal equity) racial and political discrimination. In one other case the difference was significant at the five percent level (p-value *) where the issue was with regards to the ability to pay. The overall mean for Turkey was 4.83 and Australia 4.26 which illustrates the difference of opinion within the (neither agree nor disagree) band. The Mann Whitney U Test were chosen to conform to the methodological approach used in previous studies.




4.3. Ranking of the Statements Relative to the Views Regarding the Ethics of Tax Evasion


The scores from the first to the last question are from the Turkish sample are ranked and presented in Figure 2. The strongest arguments to justify tax evasion were in cases where the government is corrupt, wasteful, or oppressive, where the tax system is perceived as unfair, where the government discriminates or is engaged in an unjust war. The weakest arguments were in cases where the government spends money on worthy projects or where the taxpayer benefits by the government’s programs.


Figure 2. Range of scores for Turkish sample.
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As indicated in Figure 2, not surprisingly, the major arguments justifying tax evasion for the Turks are the more serious issues of government corruption lowest ranked (mean = 3.61), followed by wasteful expenditure (mean = 3.77) and oppressive regimes (mean = 3.86). The issue of government corruption and crime is similar to the situation where the government collecting taxes is evil. In this regard, citizens develop a moral duty to evade tax and have a duty to resist. This is consistent with the war theory where there is no moral duty to support governments in times of oppression [40].



The issue of wasteful expenditure is also consistent with the recent view of [22]. The Turks may have seen a moral duty to evade taxes based on a utilitarian view that tax evasion was the most efficient option to utilize resources. By not transferring resources to the government by way of taxes it was better for the country and the individual’s productivity. This view may be further supported when considering the Turks view of their politicians and government authority.



Although it would be inappropriate to suggest that Turkey operates under an oppressive regime, its citizens would be most familiar with neighboring counties in the Middle East where oppressive regimes still operate today. This knowledge and familiarization with oppressive government authorities where people are persecuted for their political opinions and where war and civil unrest are common may justify the ethical response to tax evasion.



Figure 3 lists the scores from the first to the last question regarding the arguments justifying tax evasion from the Australian perspective. The strongest arguments were in cases where the government discriminates or imprisons people, where the tax system is perceived as being unfair, where the government engages in wasteful spending or is oppressive. The weakest arguments were in cases where evasion causes others to pay more, or where the government spends on worthy projects that benefit the taxpayer.


Figure 3. Range of scores for the Australian sample.
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The major arguments justifying tax evasion for the Australian sample are government discrimination based on religion, race or ethnic considerations (mean = 3.24), followed by imprisonment for political opinions (mean = 3.30) and unfairness of the tax system (mean = 3.47) as depicted in Figure 3. These results are not surprising for citizens who live in a democratic country such as Australia. In particular freedom of speech and racial vilification are important issues and when these basic rights are violated it is understandable that Australians would rebel against the government. One of the ways rebellion could be demonstrated is through the non-payment of taxes.



Likewise, it is no surprise that tax fairness also rates very highly on this scale. It is noted that as Australian’s generally pay a high rate of personal tax by world standards, this is compromised when the citizen feels that they are not getting value for their tax dollar (i.e., exchange equity). Tax evasion can occur when taxpayers feel they are not getting their fair share of goods and services from the government in return. The Australian government recently responded to this belief by issuing taxpayers a notice of government spending areas accompanying their notice of assessment [42]. This was an attempt to increase compliance by showing people how public monies were spent and ultimately show how taxes have been fair. Similarly issues around vertical and horizontal equity are also raised if citizens perceive that they are paying more tax than their fellow Australians such that there is also justification for evasion.




4.4. Comparative Analysis of the Respondent Groups and Summary of the Main Findings


Initial comparisons of the Australian and Turkish samples indicates that cultural differences were not predominant in determining tax evasion attitudes when a tax system is both unfair, (Turkey mean = 3.94) and (Australian mean = 3.47) and when a large portion of the money collected is wasted (Turkey mean = 3.77) and (Australian mean = 3.51). Both these criteria were ranked highly in the top 4 of the 18 statements in the survey for both samples. These findings are consistent with studies by Crowe [19] and McGee [22]. Clearly, to have a fair tax system where money is spent wisely is paramount to improving compliance and curbing potential evasion. However, this is difficult to achieve and needs to be juggled with competing priorities such as, tax efficiency and tax simplicity, a discussion of which is outside the scope of this paper.



It is also notable that oppression (mean = 3.86) and corruption (mean = 3.61) also rank highly with the Turkish sample but to a slightly lesser degree with the Australian sample, oppression (mean = 3.60) and corruption (mean = 3.71). Thus, despite cultural differences, these criteria indicate that tax evasion is sometimes justified on moral grounds, which is consistent with the prevalent view in the theological [19,22], philosophical [20] and empirical [17,28,29,30,31] literature.



Statements that ranked in the middle for both the Turkish and Australian samples revolved around personal justification for evasion. That is, tax evasion was found to be ethical where citizens couldn’t afford to pay, Australian (mean = 4.24) and Turkish (mean = 4.65). Also in cases where citizens felt that money was spent on projects that did not directly benefit them, Australian (mean = 4.64) and Turkish (mean = 5.66). This finding suggests that elements of human selfishness and greed exist regardless of race or culture.



Interestingly, the lowest ranked criteria for evading tax for respondents from both Turkey and Australia was where a large amount of the money collected was spent on worthy projects clearly benefiting citizens directly, Australia (mean = 5.01) and Turkey (mean = 6.04). So there was a natural tendency not to evade tax where the tax system was perceived to be fair and exchange equity was evident. This was also consistent with the findings of previous studies regarding the weakest arguments justifying tax evasion [29,33].





5. Conclusions


An examination of the mean scores indicates that both samples believe that tax evasion can be morally justified in some cases, and that some arguments to justify tax evasion are stronger than others. Therefore, the samples included in the present study hold views that are similar to those of most other empirical studies, in that they believe tax evasion can be ethically justifiable.



However, the mean scores in the present study are lower than those found in the other studies [17,28,29,30,31] that used this survey instrument, which indicates that the Australian and Turkish samples were generally less opposed to tax evasion than were the samples in the other studies. It was evident that the cultural differences found in the different religions of predominately Muslim in Turkey and Christian in Australia, had some impact upon tax evasion beliefs. This is consistent with previous studies [40]. It is possible that as this study encompassed the views of students as opposed to real taxpayers there was less opposition to tax evasion. Students lack the real imposition of taxation in their daily lives and are somewhat oblivious to its impact. To a lesser degree the other cultural differences between Australia and Turkey by way of legal systems may have also impacted the results. Consequently, the study contributes to the literature by providing an insight into the role that culture plays in determining the ethical attitudes towards tax evasion.



The obvious limitation of this study is in the sampling technique adopted. As the samples consist of students some demographic areas maybe unrepresented and consequently the results may not be generalized to the wider populations. Other limitations include the possible misunderstanding of questions and terminology used in the survey by some participants, issues of honesty and also the number of variables examined. Nevertheless, sample sizes were adequate to perform the level of analysis adopted and the results achieved were robust.



The possibilities for further research include, drawing samples from other countries which demonstrate further cultural differences. Alternatively, other sample populations within Australia and Turkey could be solicited for their views. Perhaps business people would hold different views and opinions on the ethics of tax evasion compared to students. For instance those who own their own business may hold different views from those who merely work in someone else’s business.



The reasons for the views held could also be further examined. The present survey instrument asked participants to indicate the extent of their agreement or disagreement with each statement, but did not ask for their reasoning process. Consequently, future qualitative studies could investigate the reasons behind the views held by the students. It is envisaged that as further data is gathered and analyzed meaningful determinants of the ethics of tax evasion will be revealed.
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