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Abstract  
In recent years, participants in the informal economy have started to be viewed less as rational economic actors 

who engage in the informal economy when the pay-off is greater than the expected cost of being caught and 
punished, and more as social actors who engage when their tax morale (i.e., motivation to pay taxes) is low. 

To evaluate this new social actor approach and the implications for tackling the informal economy, this paper 

reports evidence from 41,689 face-to-face interviews conducted across the European Union. Multilevel logistic 
regression analysis reveals a strong association between participation in the informal economy and the level of 

tax morale. Finding that higher tax morale (and thus lower participation in the informal economy) is strongly 

correlated at the country-level with greater levels of state intervention and at the individual-level with 
characteristics such as gender, age, education and employment status, the outcome is to confirm a structuralist 

political economy explanation and refute the modernization and neo-liberal explanations and remedies, as well 

as to uncover the importance of some policy solutions not considered until now, including older citizens 
mentoring of younger people, and improving women’s participation in the labour force.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

To tackle the informal economy, the dominant approach for the past four decades has 

been viewed participants as rational economic actors who participate when the pay-off 

is greater than the expected cost of being caught and punished (Allingham and Sandmo 

1972). However, the recognition that many do not participate in the informal economy 

even if the benefits outweigh the costs, has led to the emergence of a new approach (Alm 

et al. 2012; Kirchler 2007; Murphy 2008). This views participants in the informal 
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economy as social actors who engage when their tax morale (i.e., motivation to pay taxes) 

is low (Cummings et al. 2009; Torgler 2007a, b). The consequent policy approach is to 

encourage greater voluntary commitment to compliant behaviour by raising the level of 

tax morale (Alm et al. 2012; Alm and Torgler 2011; Torgler 2012).  

 This paper advances the emergent social actor approach in three ways. First, and 

empirically, we report a Eurobarometer survey that reveals the strong positive association 

between participation in the informal economy and the level of tax morale at both the 

individual, population group and country levels, along with the individual- and country-

level determinants of low tax morale. Secondly, we advance the theoretical basis of this 

social actor approach by conceptualising tax morale through the lens of institutional theory 

as measuring the gap that exists between the laws and regulations of formal institutions 

(here termed “state morale”) and the unwritten socially shared norms, values and beliefs of 

informal institutions (here termed “civic morale”), and as low when there is asymmetry 

between state morale and civic morale. Finally, two policy advances are made. On the one 

hand, we confirm the political economy thesis that higher tax morale (and thus lower 

participation in the informal economy) results from greater state intervention in the form 

of higher taxes and social expenditure. On the other hand, we innovatively display solutions 

so far unconsidered, including improving educational attainment, older people mentoring 

younger people, and improving women’s participation in the labour market as ways of 

increasing tax morale (and thus reducing participation in the informal economy).   

 To commence, therefore, section 1 reviews the literature on tax morale in order to 

formulate hypotheses in relation to the association between tax morale and participation 

in the informal economy, the variations in tax morale across groups and its country-level 

determinants. To test these hypotheses, section 2 then reports the data used, namely 

pooled Eurobarometer survey data for 27 member states of the European Union (EU27) 

for the years 2007 and 2013, and the analytical methods employed; a staged multilevel 

logistic regression model utilizing the hierarchical nature of the data (individuals within 

countries). Section 3 then reports the findings while section 4 discusses the theoretical 

and policy implications.  

 To define the informal economy, Castells and Portes (1989, 15) describe such activity 

as “a specific form of income generating production… unregulated by the institutions of 

society in a legal and social environment in which similar activities are regulated”. 

Although this defines the informal economy through the lens of both the formal (“legal”) 

and informal (“social”) institutions in a society, this definition does not recognise that 

the informal economy, even if unregulated by formal institutions, is regulated by the 

informal institutions, and that such activity can be “legitimate” from the viewpoint of 

informal institutions even if “illegal” from the viewpoint of formal institutions (Autio 

and Fu 2015; Williams and Horodnic 2016a, b). Here, therefore, and reflecting the 

consensus in the literature, the informal economy is defined as socially legitimate activity 

which is legal in all respects other than it is not declared to the authorities for tax, social 

security or labour law purposes (Williams 2006a, b, 2014a). If it is not legal and 

legitimate in all other respects, it is not part of the informal economy. Whilst the formal 

economy is legal (from the viewpoint of formal institutions) and legitimate (from the 

viewpoint of informal institutions), the informal economy is illegal but legitimate, unlike 

the criminal economy (e.g., forced labour) which is both illegal and illegitimate.   
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1. LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES 

 

For the past four decades, the rational economic actor approach proposed by Allingham 

and Sandmo (1972) has been dominant when explaining and tackling the informal 

economy. This asserts that people participate in the informal economy when the pay-off 

from informal work is greater than the expected cost of being caught and punished. To 

tackle the informal economy, most governments therefore have focused on the cost side 

by increasing the actual and/or perceived level of punishments and likelihood of 

detection (e.g., Hasseldine and Li 1999; Williams 2014a). However, the evidence of the 

effectiveness of this approach is less than conclusive. Although some find that raising 

the sanctions and risks of detection reduces participation in the informal economy, at 

least for some income groups (Klepper and Nagin 1989; Varma and Doob 1998), others 

find that it increases participation in the informal economy, largely due to the breakdown 

of trust between the state and its citizens (Chang and Lai 2004; Kirchler et al. 2014). 

Indeed, the most telling rebuttal of the rational actor approach is that many do not engage 

in informal work even when the benefit/cost ratio suggests they should (Alm et al. 2012; 

Kirchler 2007; Murphy 2008; Murphy and Harris 2007).  

 To explain this, a “social actor” approach has emerged, which views participation in 

the informal economy as arising if tax morale (i.e., the intrinsic motivation to pay taxes) 

is low (Alm et al. 2012; Torgler 2007a, 2012). The resultant policy approach is to 

improve tax morale in order to elicit higher voluntary commitment to compliant 

behaviour (Alm and Torgler 2011; Torgler 2012). Viewing this tax morale approach 

through the lens of institutional theory (Baumol and Blinder 2008; North 1990), which 

views all societies as having formal institutions, which are laws and regulations that 

define the legal rules of the game, and informal institutions, which are the “socially 

shared rules, usually unwritten, that are created, communicated and enforced outside of 

officially sanctioned channels” (Helmke and Levitsky 2004, 727), tax morale can be seen 

to measure the gap between the formal institutions (“state morale”) and informal 

institutions (“civic morale”). When this gap is large, tax morale is low and participation 

in the informal economy is high. To evaluate this proposition, therefore, the following 

hypothesis can be evaluated:  

Tax morale hypothesis (H1): the lower is the tax morale (i.e., the greater the gap 

between state morale and civic morale), the greater is the likelihood of participation 

in the informal economy. 

 

 
1.1. Variations in tax morale across population groups 

 

It has been increasingly recognised that not all population groups have the same level of 

tax morale. Firstly, women have been found to display a higher tax morale than men 

(Alm and Torgler 2011; Daude et al. 2013; Kastlunger et al. 2013). Secondly, tax morale 

has been argued to increase positively with age (Daude et al. 2013; Lago-Penas and 

Lago-Penas 2010). Thirdly, the more educated have been asserted to have a higher tax 

morale (Lago-Penas and Lago-Penas 2010; Torgler 2012), fourthly, the self-employed 

to have lower tax morale (Alm and Torgler 2011; Daude et al. 2013), and fifthly, that tax 

morale is higher in rural than urban areas (Torgler 2007b). To test these assertions in the 

context of the European Union, therefore, the following hypotheses can be evaluated: 
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H2a: Women are more likely to have higher tax morale than men. 

H2b: Younger people are more likely to have lower tax morale than older people. 

H2c: Workers with low levels of education are more likely to have lower tax morale 

than those with higher levels of education. 

H2d: The self-employed have lower tax morale than employees or the unemployed. 

H2e: Inhabitants of rural areas have higher tax morale than inhabitants of urban areas. 

 

 
1.2. Cross-national variations in tax morale 

 

In previous cross-national comparative analyses, a strong negative correlation has been 

identified between the level of tax morale and participation in the informal economy with 

Pearson r values between -.46 and -.66 (Alm and Torgler 2006; Torgler 2011). For 

example, Torgler (2011) finds that in post-socialist societies, a decrease of tax morale by 

one unit results in an increase in the informal economy of 20 percentage points.   

 To explain these cross-national variations in tax morale, “fishing expeditions” have 

been undertaken which randomly select various country-level conditions such as 

religiosity, social protection and GNP per capita. Here, a more structured approach is 

taken which draws upon the competing explanations for the cross-national variations in 

the size of the informal economy (Williams 2014a, b; Williams and Horodnic 2015a) to 

develop hypotheses to test regarding cross-national variations in tax morale.  

 Firstly, a “modernisation” thesis has argued that the informal economy is less 

prevalent with economic development and the modernisation of government (Geertz 

1963; Lewis 1959). From this viewpoint, tax morale would thus be lower in less 

developed economies, measured in terms of GNP per capita, and countries in which there 

is a lack of modernisation of the state bureaucracy. To test this, the following hypothesis 

can be evaluated: 

Modernisation hypothesis (H3): tax morale will be higher in more developed and 

modernised economies.  

H3a: tax morale will be higher in wealthier economies. 

H3b: tax morale will be higher in more modern/less corrupt state bureaucracies. 

Secondly, neo-liberals have adopted a “state over-interference” thesis which argues 

that the informal economy results from a rational economic decision to voluntarily exit 

the formal economy due to high taxes and over-regulation which increases the cost, time 

and effort associated with working in the formal economy (e.g., De Soto 1989, 2001; 

London and Hart 2004; Nwabuzor 2005; Sauvy 1984). From this perspective, tax morale 

would be viewed as lower in countries with higher taxes and state interference in work 

and welfare systems and the consequent solution to pursue tax reductions and state 

interference. To evaluate this therefore, the following hypothesis can be evaluated: 

State over-interference hypothesis (H4): tax morale will be higher in economies with 

lower state-interference. 

H4a: tax morale will be higher in economies with lower tax rates. 

H4b: tax morale will be higher in economies with lower levels of social protection 

expenditure. 

H4c: tax morale will higher in economies with lower levels of expenditure on labour 

market interventions to protect vulnerable groups 
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Third and finally, political economy theorists have adopted a converse “state under-

intervention” thesis. This asserts that the informal economy is a product of inadequate 

levels of state intervention in work and welfare, which leaves workers less than fully 

protected and dependent on the informal economy as a survival strategy due to the 

absence of other means of support and livelihood (Davis 2006; Gallin 2001; ILO 2014; 

Likic-Brboric et al. 2013; Sassen 1997 2009; Slavnic 2010; Taiwo 2013). Consequently, 

tax morale would be here viewed as lower in economies with lower tax rates and levels 

of social protection. To evaluate this, the following hypothesis can be tested: 

State under-intervention hypothesis (H5): tax morale will be higher in economies 

with higher tax rates and levels of social protection. 

H5a: tax morale will be higher in economies with higher tax rates. 

H5b: tax morale will be higher in societies with higher levels of social protection 

expenditure. 

H5c: tax morale will be higher in economies with greater levels of expenditure on 

labour market interventions to protect vulnerable groups. 

H5d: tax morale will be higher in countries with lower levels of severe material 

deprivation. 

H5e: tax morale will be higher in more equal societies. 

 

 
2. DATA, VARIABLES AND METHODOLOGY 

 
2.1. Data 

 

The data near enough universally employed when seeking to understand cross-national 

variations in tax morale is the World Values Survey and European Values Survey. In 

recent years, however, two papers have used special Eurobarometer No. 284 conducted 

in 2007 (Williams and Martinez 2014) and special Eurobarometer No. 402 conducted in 

2013 (Williams and Horodnic 2016a). This paper analyses a pooled data set, which is 

built by combining these special Eurobarometer Surveys conducted in 2007 and 2013. 

In 2007, the Special Eurobarometer No.284 involved 26,659 face-to-face interviews over 

the 27 member states of the European Union (EU-27). In 2013, this survey was repeated 

and special Eurobarometer survey No. 402 included 27,563 face-to-face interviews 

across the 27 member states of the European Union (i.e., we here exclude Croatia from 

the analysis).  

 These surveys interviewed adults aged 15 years and older in the national language 

based on a multi-stage random (probability) sampling methodology, with the number of 

interviews varying from 500 in smaller countries to 1,500 in larger nations. The 

methodology ensures that on the issues of gender, age, region and locality size, each 

country as well as each level of sample is representative in proportion to its population 

size. The face-to-face interviews explored attitudes towards working in the informal 

economy, followed by questions on purchasing goods and services in the informal 

economy, and the supply of undeclared work. Here, we focus upon the issue of tax 

morale.  
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2.2. Variables 

 

To construct the multi-item index of tax morale to be used as the dependent variable in 

our regression analysis, we use the five different questions from the Eurobarometer 

survey that measure the tax morale of respondents using a 10-point Likert scale for the 

following statements: 

Now I would like to know how you assess various behaviours. For each of them, 

please tell me to what extent you find it acceptable or not. Please use the following scale: 

“1” means that you find it absolutely unacceptable and “10” means that you find it 

absolutely acceptable: 

1. A private person is hired by a private household for work and she does not report 

the payment received in return to tax or social security institutions although it 

should be reported. 

2. A firm is hired by a private household for work and it does not report the payment 

received in return to tax or social security institutions. 

3. A firm is hired by another firm for work and it does not report its activity to tax 

or social security institutions. 

4. A firm hires a private person and all or a part of the salary paid to her is not 

officially registered. 

5. Someone evades taxes by not or only partially declaring income. 

We then aggregate the responses to produce an overall index figure for each 

individual, giving equal weight to each of the five statements. Using such a multi-item 

index has some advantages compared with employing single item measures separately 

(Williams and Martinez 2014; Torgler 2012). Firstly, single item measures lack various 

aspects of a phenomenon, as it is not possible to learn about different aspects of a 

situation from a single question. Secondly, random errors in single questions are 

averaged out in multi-item indices, which make them more reliable measurements. Last 

but not the least, inter-related aspects of an issue are combined in a multi-item index 

through finding principal components or common factors that shapes them.  

 Thus, principal component analysis (PCA) is performed to obtain the multi-item 

index. The PCA resulted in only one component with an eigenvalue above one. 

Therefore, there was no need to use the rotation. This multi-item index explains 70 

percent of the total variation in the data. Besides, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) 

measure of sampling adequacy is 0.8340, thus revealing that PCA is a useful method to 

follow in this case.  Moreover, this component is rescaled so that it also varies between 

0 and 10 and, the higher the value of the index, the lower is the level of tax morale. The 

mean value of the composite index is 1.58. 

 To analyse the hypotheses regarding the variations in the prevalence of tax morale 

across socio-demographic, socio-economic and spatial populations, the following 

individual-level (level-1) variables are analysed to test H1 and H2a-e respectively: 

 Supplied Informal Work: This is a dummy variable which is equal to 1 if the 

respondent answered “yes” to the question “Apart from a regular employment, 

have you yourself carried out any undeclared paid activities in the last 12 

months?” and, 0 otherwise. 

 Purchased Goods/Services in the Informal Economy: This is a dummy variable 

with recorded value 1 for respondents who answered “yes” to the question “Have 

you in the last 12 months paid for any good or services of which you had a good 
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reason to assume that they included undeclared work (i.e. because there was no 

invoice or VAT receipt)?”, recorded value 0 otherwise. 

 Gender: This is a dummy variable, which is equal to 1 if the respondent is male 

and 0 otherwise.  

 Age: This is a continuous variable indicating the age of the respondents. The 

minimum age of people in the survey is 15.  

 Education: This is a categorical variable recoded using the survey question about 

the age of completing full-time education. There are 5 categories: 1=no full-time 

education, 2=those who left full-time education aged 15 or under, 3= those who 

left aged between 16 and 19, 4= those who left aged 20+ and 5=still studying. The 

reference category is people with no full-time education. 

 Current Occupation: A 8-category variable showing the current occupation of the 

respondents. Categories are as follows: 1=self-employed, 2=managers, 3=other 

white collars, 4=manual workers, 5= house person, 6= unemployed, 7=retired and 

8=student. 

 Type of locality: A categorical variable about the size of the residence. There are 

three size groups: 1=rural area, 2=middle sized area and 3= large residency area. 

 EU Regional Dummies: EU-27 member states are classified under four EU 

Regions. Namely; Continental Europe (Belgium, Germany, France, Ireland, 

Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Austria and the United Kingdom), Eastern and 

Central Europe (Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, 

Poland, Romania, Slovenia and Slovakia), Southern Europe (Cyprus, Greece, 

Spain, Italy, Malta and Portugal) and Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland and 

Sweden). 

To evaluate hypotheses H3-5, we evaluate the association between cross-national 

variations in tax morale and the country-level variables deemed important in each 

theorisation. To do this, we use the same country-level variables as previous studies have 

used when evaluating the informal economy (Eurofound 2013; Vanderseypen et al. 2013; 

Williams 2013, 2015; Williams and Horodnic 2015a, b, c, 2016a, b, c). To evaluate the 

modernisation hypotheses H3a and H3b respectively, the respective indicators used are: 

 GDP per capita in PPS: This index value is obtained from Eurostat both for 2007 

and 2013 (Eurostat 2016a). 

 Government Effectiveness Index: This index is also scaled from -2.5 (weak) to 2.5 

(strong) and “Reflects perceptions of the quality of public services, the quality of 

the civil service and the degree of its independence from political pressures, the 

quality of policy formulation and implementation, and the credibility of the 

government's commitment to such policies” (WGI 2016a). 

 Rule of Law Index: This index “reflects perceptions of the extent to which agents 

have confidence in and abide by the rules of society, and in particular the quality 

of contract enforcement, property rights, the police, and the courts, as well as the 

likelihood of crime and violence” and it is scaled from -2.5 (weak government 

performance) to 2.5 (strong government performance) (WGI 2016b). 

 Corruption Perceptions Index: This is the composite index of public sector 

corruption in a country estimated by Transparency International. Each country 

has a score between 0 (high levels of corruption perception) to 100 (low levels of 

corruption perception) (Transparency International 2016). 
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 Control of Corruption Index:  This index is scaled from -2.5 (weak) to 2.5 (strong) 

and “reflects perceptions of the extent to which public power is exercised for 

private gain, including both petty and grand forms of corruption, as well as 

"capture" of the state by elites and private interests” (WGI 2016b). 

To evaluate the “state over-interference” hypotheses (H4) meanwhile, the two 

indicators used to test the tax rate hypothesis (H4a), and its converse hypothesis (H5a), are: 

 Implicit tax rate on labour: This is the ratio of taxes and social security 

contributions on employed labour income to total compensation of employees and 

it can be seen as a summary measure that approximates an average effective tax 

burden on labour income in the economy (Eurostat 2016b). The data is obtained 

for 2007 and 2013.  

 Current Taxes on Income, Wealth, etc. (% of GDP): This measures “current taxes 

on income, wealth, etc. cover all compulsory, unrequited payments, in cash or in 

kind, levied periodically by general government and by the rest of the world on 

the income and wealth of institutional units, and some periodic taxes which are 

assessed neither on that income nor that wealth” (Eurostat 2016c). 

To evaluate the state over-interference in work and welfare hypotheses (H4b and 

H4c) and the opposite state under-intervention in work and welfare hypotheses (H5b and 

H5c), meanwhile, we analyse:  

 LMP Expenditure (% of GDP): This is a measure for the total expenditure on 

labour market policy interventions as a percentage of GDP. LMP expenditures 

"aimed at reaching its efficient functioning and correcting disequilibria and which 

can be distinguished from other general employment policy interventions in that 

they act selectively to favour particular groups in the labour market" (Eurostat 

2016d). 

 Social Protection Expenditure per capita: This is a measure for the total 

expenditure on social protection per head of population. Social protection can be 

defined as “the coverage of precisely defined risks and needs associated with 

sickness/healthcare, disability, old age, unemployment, housing etc.” (Eurostat 

2016g). 

To evaluate the state under-intervention theses regarding deprivation and inequality 

respectively (H5d, H5e), meanwhile, we analyse:  

 Severely Materially Deprived People (as % of total population): This variable 

measures the percentage of total population in each member state who are unable 

to pay for at least four of the deprivation items out of nine (Eurostat 2016e). 

 Gini Coefficient: This is the gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income, 

which scales from 0 to 100. (Eurostat 2016f) This variable is used to measure the 

income inequality in a country. 

 

 
2.3. Methodology 
 

To evaluate the determinants of tax morale across population groups (hypotheses H2a, 

b, c, d, e), we conduct an OLS regression analysis across the individual-level variables. 

The hypotheses (H3-5) investigating the country-level variables associated with higher 

levels of tax morale are tested by staged GLS regression analysis. Dependent variables 

in this second-stage are the country dummies separately for 2007 and 2013 that are 
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obtained from the first stage OLS regressions. This utilizes the hierarchical nature of the 

data (individuals within countries) by firstly examining the individual-level variables and 

then integrating each country-level independent variable separately to analyse their 

association with a higher tax morale level.  

 The reason this latter approach is adopted is because the obstacle confronted in many 

multi-country datasets such as Eurobarometer surveys is that there are large numbers of 

respondents (level-1 units) from a small number of countries (level-2 units). In this 

analysis, for example, we have information on over 50,000 individuals from 27 EU 

member states. There exists rigorous evidence that coefficients of country-level variables 

either in regression-based analysis of multi-country data, or in multilevel modelling 

methods, is unreliable if there are small numbers of level-2 units. As an alternative way 

forward therefore, a two-step approach is used in estimations using survey data with a 

small number of countries. According to this two-step approach, the first-step is an OLS 

regression of a level-1 equation, which also includes fixed country intercepts. 

Estimations of those country-level intercepts represent the total effect of a country on the 

latent variable of the regression model in step 1. In step 2, estimates of country intercepts 

from level-1 estimation are used as dependent variables, which are regressed on level-2 

explanatory variables that are common to members of each group (country, in our case). 

A second-stage OLS estimator for the coefficients of country dummies will be 

asymptotically unbiased and normally distributed. 

 Thus, following the two-step procedure suggested in the literature, we first estimate 

an OLS model with the inclusion of individual-level variables that are associated with 

the effects of individual characteristics and country-level fixed effects. In the second 

step, we use the country-level fixed effect estimates from the first step as a dependent 

variable, which will be regressed, on country-level variables (level-2 predictors) in order 

to quantify contextual effects. The findings of the empirical analysis are provided in the 

following section.  

 

 
3. FINDINGS 

 

Table 1 presents the first-stage (individual-level) results of the empirical analysis. The 

first important finding is that both the supply of work in the informal economy, and the 

purchase of goods and services from the informal economy, are associated positively 

with the multi-item tax morale index; the poorer the tax morale, the higher is the 

likelihood of participation in the informal economy on both the supply-and demand-side 

(confirming H1).  

 Examining the variations in tax morale across population groups, Table 1 confirms 

H2a that women have higher tax morale than men, and also H2b that older populations 

have higher tax morale than younger populations. We also tested whether the positive 

association of age with tax morale has a linear relationship or not. We found a nonlinear 

relationship between age and tax morale and, the positive effect of age on tax morale 

decreases through time. However, no significant relationship was identified between 

education level and tax morale in any of the models presented in Table 1, meaning that 

H2c is not confirmed. Turning to the influence of employment status, the finding is that 

self-employed respondents have the lowest tax morale among the groups defined in 

Table 1. Thus, H2d is confirmed. It is also revealed that inhabitants living in rural areas 
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have higher tax morale than those living in middle-sized and large urban areas 

(confirming H2e). Model 3 in Table 1 adds in regional dummies to evaluate whether 

there are significant differences between European regions in terms of their tax morale. 

The finding is that significant variations are identified, with East-Central European 

countries having the poorest tax morale. Nordic countries, meanwhile, have the highest 

levels of tax morale. We also included a time dummy in the regression models, not least 

to understand if the current economic crisis has had an impact on the levels of tax morale 

after controlling for other covariates. The year dummy coefficient is negative in all the 

models, which shows that the level of tax morale in EU27 is affected positively after the 

recent economic crisis. In order to understand the reasons behind this finding, we need 

to also check the results of the second-stage analysis, which presents the country-level 

determinants of tax morale.  

 
  Table 1. Individual-level (Level-1) predictors of tax morale 

 Model 1 Model 2  Model 3 Model 4 

Socio-demographic Factors: 
Gender (1=Male, 0= Female) 

 
 .199*** 

 
 .198*** 

 
 .189*** 

 
 .128*** 

Age -.015*** -.015*** -.016*** -.013*** 
Education Level (RC: No full-time education) 
- before 15 
- 16–19 
- above 20 
- still studying 

 
 .121 
 .051 
 .020 
-.084 

 
 .123 
 .058 
 .033 
-.068 

 
-.041 
-.096 
-.104 
-.237 

 
 .085 
 .018 
-.025 
-.019 

Socio-economic Factors: 
Current Occupation (RC: Self-employed) 
- Manual Workers 
- Other White Collars 
- Manual Workers 
- House person 
- Unemployed 
- Retired 

 
 
-.241*** 
-.186*** 
-.075** 
-.012 
 .004 
-.136*** 

 
 
-.234*** 
-.179*** 
-.073* 
-.011 
 .008 
-.131*** 

 
 
-.254*** 
-.153*** 
-.071* 
-.084* 
-.015 
-.157*** 

 
 
-.173*** 
-.097** 
 .002 
 .058 
 .038 
-.034 

Spatial Factors: 
Type of locality (RC:  Rural Area) 
- Middle-sized urban 
- Large urban 

 EU Region Dummies (RC: Western Europe) 
- East-Central Europe 
- Southern Europe 
- Nordic Countries 

Participation in Informal Economy:  
Supply of informal work 
Demand for informal goods & services 

 

Country FE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  YES     

 
 
-.063*** 
-.071*** 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  YES 

 
 
-.059*** 
-.103*** 
 
 .487*** 
-.282*** 
-.439*** 
 
 
 
 

  NO 

 
 
-.060*** 
-.073*** 
 
 
 
 
 
1.151*** 
  .625*** 
 

  YES 

Year FE (1=2013, 0=2007)  -.053***  -.052***  -.048***  -.040** 
R2 0.1115 0.1118 0.0685 0.1530 
Number of Observations 41,689 41,689 41,689 41,689 

Note: *** p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1 

 

Williams and Martinez (2014) analyse the 2007 special Eurobarometer survey again 

employing a multilevel modelling approach and conclude that economic development 

and governance quality together with greater government intervention in work and 

welfare are important in determining the level of tax morale. Meanwhile, the analysis of 
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the 2013 special Eurobarometer survey by Williams and Horodnic (2016a) with a 

multilevel model approach did not find any significant effect of GDP, governance quality 

and the implicit tax on labour (ITR) on the level of tax morale. Instead, they reveal only 

a statistically positive and significant relationship between tax morale and current taxes 

on income and social protection expenditure at the country-level. Thus, their study 

refutes the modernization and neo-liberal hypotheses to explain tax morale. The 

difference in the outcomes of these two papers could be due to two main reasons. First, 

they use a multilevel approach, which does not provide reliable country-level estimates 

if the number of country-level variables is small. Second, the timing of the data can make 

a difference as the 2007 survey was completed before the current economic crisis. 

Therefore, the current study merges both 2007 and 2013 Eurobarometer to obtain more 

generalized results especially at the country-level. 

 As Table 2 reveals, the modernization hypothesis is confirmed that a higher level of 

GDP per capita in PPS is significantly associated with higher tax morale (confirming 

H3a). So too is it the case that the higher the level of government effectiveness index, 

rule of law index, and control of corruption index, and the lower the perceptions of public 

sector corruption, the higher the level of tax morale (confirming H3b). Turning to the 

state over-interference and state under-intervention theses, meanwhile, Table 2 reveals 

evidence to support the state under-intervention hypothesis and little or no evidence to 

support the state over-interference hypothesis. The second stage GLS results show how 

higher tax morale is positively associated with higher tax rates (confirming H5a), higher 

levels of social protection expenditure (confirming H5b), higher levels of labour market 

expenditure to protect vulnerable groups (confirming H5c), lower levels of severe 

material deprivation (confirming H5d) and more equal societies (confirming H5e). Thus, 

this study confirms both the modernization and state under-intervention hypotheses and 

refutes the state over-interference hypothesis for the EU–27. 

 
               Table 2. Country-Level (Level-2) predictors of tax morale 

Variable 
Modernisation 

hypothesis 

State over-interference 
vs state under-

intervention hypothesis 

Log (GDP per capita in PPS)   -.521**  
Government Effectiveness   -.335**  
Rule of Law Index   -.317**  
Log (Corruption Perceptions Index) -.611*  
Control of Corruption Index   -.250**  
Implicit Tax Rate on Labour   .664 
Current Taxes on income, wealth, 
etc 

   -.517** 

LMP Expenditure    -.231** 
Log (Severe Material Deprivation) 
Gini Coefficient 
Log (Social Protection Expenditure 
per capita) 

 
 

 .167* 
.321 

   -.271*** 

Notes: Country-level coefficients are estimated through GLS models using the results of 
Model 4 in Table 1 in a two-stage procedure. Each independent variable is employed in 
separate regression models due to significant correlations between country-level variables.  
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CONCLUSION 

 
Reporting the results of pooled data from two special Eurobarometer surveys on the 

informal economy, multilevel logistic regression analysis has revealed not only a strong 

association between the level of tax morale and participation in the informal economy, 

but also how variations in the level of tax morale are explained both by country-level 

structural conditions as well as individual-level characteristics such as gender, age, and 

employment status.   

 This paper has therefore made three contributions to advancing theory on tax morale. 

Firstly, the significant relationship between tax morale and participation in the informal 

economy in the European Union strongly suggests that institutional theory may represent 

a useful conceptual lens through which to explain and tackle the informal economy. 

Denoting tax morale as a measurement of the gap between state and civic morale, 

participation in the informal economy can be viewed as resulting from the asymmetry 

between the laws and regulations of formal institutions and the norms, values and beliefs 

of citizens that constitute the informal institutions (see Williams and Horodnic 2016b, 

c). Secondly, and to further advance understanding of the informal economy from an 

institutional theory perspective, the finding of this multi-level analysis (individuals 

within countries) is that variations in tax morale (and thus the likelihood of participating 

in the informal economy) cannot be explained in terms of high taxes and too much 

government intervention in social protection (the state over-interference or neo-liberal 

theory). However, lower tax morale (and thus participation in the informal economy) can 

be explained in terms of the level of economic development and quality of governance 

(modernization theory) and state under-intervention in the form of lower tax rates, lower 

levels of social protection and active labour market expenditure, and as resulting from 

higher levels of severe material deprivation and more unequal societies. Third and 

finally, this paper has revealed how under-development and state under-intervention has 

different impacts on the tax morale (and thus the propensity to engage in the informal 

economy) of different populations. Men, younger people, the self-employed and those 

living in urbans areas are more likely to reject state morale and to possess lower tax 

morale (and thus a greater propensity to participate in the informal economy). Whether 

similar findings would prevail in other global regions when analysing the varying levels 

of tax morale could be investigated in future research.    

 Turning to the policy implications, it is revealed that the conventional rational 

economic actor approach of increasing penalties and the risks of detection (as well as 

benefits of formal work) could be usefully complemented by a social actor approach that 

pursues initiatives to improve tax morale. To pursue this, it is here shown to be necessary 

to tackle the formal institutional failings ate the country-level that lead to an asymmetry 

between state morale and civic morale, namely by pursuing economic development, 

higher quality governance and less corruption, higher tax rates, social protection and 

active labour market expenditure, and lower levels of severe material deprivation and 

more equal societies. Furthermore, the finding that individual-level characteristics are 

important, such as gender, age, and employment status, intimates that tackling 

undeclared work additionally requires a range of initiatives so far seldom considered. 

These include the introduction of mentoring schemes to make greater use of older 

citizens as local role models and mentors for younger people, and greater emphasis on 

improving women’s participation in the labour force. It also suggests the populations that 
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need to be targeted when seeking to change norms, values and beliefs regarding 

compliance, such as when educating groups about the value of taxation by providing 

information on the public goods and services paid for by their taxes and advertising 

campaigns about the benefits of the formal economy (Saeed and Shah 2011). 

 In sum, if this paper facilitates a theoretical and empirical shift in future studies 

towards evaluating and explaining the informal economy in terms of the level of tax 

morale, and this is conceptualised through the lens of institutional theory, then one of the 

major objectives will have been achieved. If this then results in greater emphasis on a 

social actor policy approach when seeking to tackle the informal economy, then its wider 

intention will have been achieved. 

 

 
REFERENCES 
 
Allingham, Michael, and Agnar Sandmo. 1972. Income tax evasion: A theoretical analysis. Journal of Public 

Economics 1 (3–4): 323–38. 
Alm, James, and Benno Torgler. 2006. Culture differences and tax morale in the United States and in Europe. 

Journal of Economic Psychology 27 (2): 224–46. 

———. 2011. Do ethics matter? Tax compliance and morality. Journal of Business Ethics 101 (4): 635–51. 
Alm, James, Erich Kirchler, Stephan Muehlbacher, Katarina Gangl, Eva Hofmann, Christoph Kogler, and 

Maria Pollai. 2012. Rethinking the research paradigms for analysing tax compliance behaviour. CESifo 

Forum 13 (2): 33–40. 
Autio, Erkko, and Kun Fu. 2015. Economic and political institutions and entry into formal and informal 

entrepreneurship. Asia-Pacific Journal of Management 32 (1): 67–94. 

Baumol, William J., and Alan Blinder. 2008. Macroeconomics: Principles and policy. Cincinnati, OH: South-

Western Publishing. 

Castells, Manuel, and Alejandro Portes. 1989. World Underneath: The Origins, Dynamics and Effects of the 

Informal Economy. In The Informal Economy: Studies in Advanced and Less Developing Countries, ed. 
Alejandro Portes, Manuel Castells, and Laura Benton, 1–19. Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press. 

Chang, Juin-Jen, and Ching-Chong Lai. 2004. Collaborative tax evasion and social norms: Why deterrence 

does not work. Oxford Economic Papers 56 (2): 344–368. 
Cummings, Ronald G., Jorge Martinez-Vazquez, Michael McKee, and Benno Torgler. 2009. Tax morale 

affects tax compliance: Evidence from surveys and an artefactual field experiment. Journal of Economic 

Behaviour and Organization 70 (3): 447–57. 
Daude, Christian, Hamlet Gutierrez, and Angel Melguizo. 2013. What drives tax morale? A focus on emerging 

economies. Review of Public Economics 207 (4): 9–40. 

Davis, Mike. 2006. Planet of slums. London: Verso.  

De Soto, Hernando. 1989. The Other Path. London: Harper and Row. 

———. 2001. The Mystery of Capital: Why capitalism triumphs in the West and fails everywhere else. London: 
Black Swan. 

Eurofound. 2013. Tackling Undeclared Work in 27 European Union Member States and Norway: Approaches 

and measures since 2008. Dublin: Eurofound. 

Eurostat. 2015a. GDP per capita in PPS.   http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1 

&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tec00114 (accessed September 1, 2016). 

———.  2015b. Current taxes on income, wealth etc. http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table 
&init=1&language=en&pcode=tec00018&plugin=0 (accessed September 1, 2016). 

———.  2015c. Implicit tax rate on labour. http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1 

&language=en&pcode=tec00119&plugin=0 (accessed September 1, 2016). 
———.  2015d. Social protection expenditure. http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1 

&language=en&pcode=tps00098&plugin=1 (accessed September 1, 2016) . 

———.  2016e. Severe Material Deprivation Rate. http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table 
&init=1&plugin=1&pcode=tespm030&language=en. (accessed September 1, 2016). 

———. 2016f. Gini Coefficient of Equivalised Disposable Income. http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do 
?tab=table&language=en&pcode=tessi190. (accessed August 1, 2016). 

 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1%20&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tec00114
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1%20&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tec00114
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table%20&init=1&language=en&pcode=tec00018&plugin=0
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table%20&init=1&language=en&pcode=tec00018&plugin=0
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1%20&language=en&pcode=tec00119&plugin=0
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1%20&language=en&pcode=tec00119&plugin=0
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1%20&language=en&pcode=tps00098&plugin=1
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1%20&language=en&pcode=tps00098&plugin=1
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table%20&init=1&plugin=1&pcode=tespm030&language=en
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table%20&init=1&plugin=1&pcode=tespm030&language=en
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do%20?tab=table&language=en&pcode=tessi190
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do%20?tab=table&language=en&pcode=tessi190


Colin C. Williams and Aysegul Kayaoglu. 2016. Tackling the Informal Economy in the European Union: A Social 
Actor Approach. UTMS Journal of Economics 7 (2): 133–147. 

 

 

 

 

146 

———. 2016g. Social Protection Expenditure per capita. http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained 
/index.php/Social_protection_statistics (accessed August 1, 2016). 

Gallin, Dan. 2001. Propositions on trade unions and informal employment in time of globalisation. Antipode, 

19: 531–49. 
Geertz, Clifford. 1963. Old Societies and New States: The Quest for Modernity in Asia and Africa. Glencoe, 

IL: Free Press. 

Hasseldine, John, and Zuhan Li. 1999. More tax evasion research required in new millennium. Crime, Law and 
Social Change 31 (2): 91–104. doi:10.1023/A:1008324726125 

Helmke, Gretchen, and Steven Levitsky. 2004. Informal institutions and comparative politics: A research 

agenda. Perspectives on Politics 2 (4): 725–40. 

ILO. 2014. Transitioning from the informal to the formal economy. Geneva: ILO. 

Kastlunger, Barbara, Edoardo Lozza, Erich Kirchler, and Alfred Schabmann. 2013. Powerful authorities and 

trusting citizens: The slippery slope framework and tax compliance in Italy. Journal of Economic 
Psychology 34 (1): 36–45. 

Kirchler, Erich. 2007. The Economic Psychology of Tax Behaviour. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Kirchler, Erich, Christoph Kogler, and Stephan Muehlbacher. 2014. Cooperative tax compliance: From 
deterrence to deference. Current Directions in Psychological Science 23 (2): 87–92. 

Klepper, Stephen, and Daniel Nagin. 1989. Tax compliance and perceptions of the risks of detection and 

criminal prosecution. Law and Society Review 23 (2): 209–40.  
Lago-Penas, Ignacio, and Santiago Lago-Penas. 2010. The determinants of tax morale in comparative 

perspective: Evidence from European countries. European Journal of Political Economy 26 (4): 441–453. 

Lewis, Arthur. 1959. The Theory of Economic Growth. London: Allen and Unwin. 
Likic-Brboric, Branka, Zoran Slavnic, and Charles Woolfson. 2013. Labour migration and informalization: 

East Meets West. International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy 33 (11–12): 677–692. 
London, Ted, and Stuart L. Hart. 2004. Reinventing strategies for emerging markets: Beyond the transnational 

model. Journal of International Business Studies 35 (5): 350–70. 

Murphy, Kristina. 2008. Enforcing tax compliance: To punish or persuade? Economic Analysis and Policy 38 
(1): 113–35. 

Murphy, Kristina, and Nathan Harris. 2007. Shaming, shame and recidivism: A test of re-integrative shaming 

theory in the white-collar crime context. British Journal of Criminology 47 (6): 900–17. 
North, Douglas C. 1990. Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Nwabuzor, Augustine. 2005. Corruption and development: New initiatives in economic openness and 
strengthened rule of law. Journal of Business Ethics 59 (1): 121–38. 

Saeed, Amir, and Attaullah. Shah. 2011. Enhancing tax morale with marketing tactics: A review of the 

literature. African Journal of Business Management 5 (35): 13659–65. 
Sassen, Saskia. 1997. Informalization in Advanced Market Economies. Geneva: International Labour Office. 

———. 2009. Cities Today: A New Frontier for Major Developments. The Annals of the American Academy 

626 (1): 53–71. 
Sauvy, Alfred. 1984. Le Travail Noir et l’Economie de Demain. Paris: Calmann-Levy. 

Slavnic, Zoran. 2010. Political economy of informalization. European Societies 12 (1): 3–23. 

Taiwo, Olumide. 2013. Employment choice and mobility in multi-sector labour markets: Theoretical model 
and evidence from Ghana. International Labour Review 152 (3–4): 469–92. 

Torgler, Benno. 2007a. Tax compliance and morale: A theoretical and empirical analysis. Cheltenham:  

Edward Elgar. 
———. 2007b. Tax morale in Central and Eastern European c ountries. In Tax Evasion, Trust and State 

Capacities: How Good is Tax Morale in Central and Eastern Europe? ed. Nicolas Hayoz, and Simon 

Hug, 155–186. Bern: Peter Lang. 
———. 2011. Tax morale and compliance: Review of evidence and case studies for Europe. Policy Research 

Working Paper 5922. Washington DC: World Bank.  

———. 2012. Tax morale, Eastern Europe and European enlargement. Communist and Post-Communist 
Studies. 45 (1–2): 11–25. 

Transparency International. 2016. Corruption Perception Index. http://www.transparency.org/research/cpi/ 

overview (accessed August 1, 2016). 
Vanderseypen, Guido, Thomas Tchipeva, Jacques Peschner, Piet Renooy, and Colin C. Williams. 2013. 

Undeclared work: Recent developments. In Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2013, ed. 

European Commission, 231–274. Brussels: European Commission.  
Varma, Kimberley, and Anthony Doob. 1998. Deterring economic crimes: The case of tax evasion. Canadian 

Journal of Criminology 40 (2): 165–184.  

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained%20/index.php/Social_protection_statistics
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained%20/index.php/Social_protection_statistics
http://www.transparency.org/research/cpi/%20overview
http://www.transparency.org/research/cpi/%20overview


Colin C. Williams and Aysegul Kayaoglu. 2016. Tackling the Informal Economy in the European Union: A Social 
Actor Approach. UTMS Journal of Economics 7 (2): 133–147. 

 

 

 

 

147 

Williams, Colin C. 2006a. Beyond the sweatshop: Off-the-books work in contemporary England. Journal of 
Small Business and Enterprise Development 13 (1): 89–99.  

———. 2006b. How much for cash? Tackling the cash-in-hand ethos in the household services sector. The 

Service Industries Journal 26 (5): 479–492.  
———. 2013. Explaining employers’ illicit envelope wage payments in the EU–27: A product of over- or 

under-regulation? Business Ethics: A European Review 22 (3): 325–340. 

———. 2014a. Confronting the Shadow Economy: Evaluating tax compliance and behaviour policies. 
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 

———. 2014b. Out of the shadows: A classification of economies by the size and character of their informal 

sector. Work, Employment and Society 28 (5): 735–753. 

———. 2015. Out of the margins: Classifying economies by the prevalence and character of employment in 

the informal economy. International Labour Review 154 (3): 331–352.  

Williams, Colin C., and Ioana Horodnic. 2015a. Evaluating the prevalence of the undeclared economy in 
Central and Eastern Europe: An institutional asymmetry perspective. European Journal of Industrial 

Relations 21 (4): 389-406. 

———. 2015b. Explaining the prevalence of the informal economy in the Baltics: An institutional asymmetry 
perspective. European Spatial Research and Policy 22 (2): 127–144. 

———. 2015c. Explaining and tackling the shadow economy in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania: A tax morale 

approach. Journal of Baltic Economics 15 (2): 81–98. 
———. 2016a. Tackling the undeclared economy in the European Union: An evaluation of the tax morale 

approach. Industrial Relations Journal 47 (4): 322–340.  

———. 2016b. Beyond the marginalization thesis: Evaluating the participation of the formally employed in 
the shadow economy in the European Union. Journal of Economic Studies 43 (3): 400–417.  

 ———. 2016c. An institutional theory of the informal economy: Some lessons from the United Kingdom. 
International Journal of Social Economics 43 (7): 722–738.  

Williams, Colin C., and Alvaro Martinez-Perez. 2014. Explaining cross-national variations in tax morality in 

the European Union: An exploratory analysis. Studies in Transition States and Societies 6 (2): 5–18.  
Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGI). 2016a. Government Effectiveness Index. http://info.worldbank 

.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#home (accessed August 1, 2016). 

———. 2016b. Control of Corruption Index. http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#home 
(accessed August 1, 2016). 

 
 

 

http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#home

