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The OECD guidance on taxpayer education is part of 
a broader worsktream on tax morale, which aims to 
better understand what motivates taxpayers to pay taxes 
voluntarily. The role of taxpayer education in tax morale 
has been a key component of this work for several years, 
beginning with the first edition of the Building Tax Culture, 
Compliance and Citizenship report, published in 2015. This 
report looked at how countries were using tax literacy 
to improve voluntary compliance through case studies 
of taxpayer education strategies in 28, primarily 
developing, countries.

Following feedback from the first publication, the 
OECD conducted further research, through an extended 
international survey, expanding the range of the research 
to 59 countries across 6 continents. In this survey, 
participant tax administrations were asked to identify their 
main taxpayer education initiatives, and provide details 
about their implementation and effectiveness.

The survey obtained details on 140 initiatives, the 
analysis of which has served as the foundation for the 
second edition of Building Tax Culture, Compliance and 
Citizenship published in 2021. The latest edition goes 
beyond the first report by developing a classification of 
taxpayer education initiatives, and providing guidance 
to those developing taxpayer education programmes by 
identifying common challenges and solutions in taxpayer 
education. The survey further highlights that governments 
are prioritising building voluntary tax compliance, and see 
improving taxpayer education as a valuable tool to help 
raise the revenues necessary to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals.

Taxpayer education: A key tool to increase 
voluntary compliance

Figure 1. Distribution of examined taxpayer education 
initiatives across continents
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Governments are reaching out to 

taxpayers – current and future – to 

teach, communicate and assist them in 

order to foster a “culture of compliance” 

based on rights and responsibilities, in 

which citizens see paying taxes as an 

integral aspect of their relationship 

with their government.

Source: OECD Survey on Taxpayer Education Initiatives

https://www.oecd.org/tax/building-tax-culture-compliance-and-citizenship-second-edition-18585eb1-en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/tax/building-tax-culture-compliance-and-citizenship-second-edition-18585eb1-en.htm
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ADAPTATION TO THE COVID-19 
CRISIS 

The second edition of Building Tax Culture, 

Compliance and Citizenship is based on surveys 

whose responses were received before the outbreak 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. Acknowledging that the 

sanitary crisis had affected the implementation of 

taxpayer education initiatives, respondents filled an 

additional online survey in the second half of 2020, 

which gathered responses from 19 out of the 59 

participant countries. According to these responses, 

the most significant impact of the pandemic 

has been an accelerated adoption of online tax 

administration services, in a bid to reduce face-to-

face interaction. The transition to an online service, 

while not a new phenomenon, has rendered digital 

services in tax almost a necessity, together with 

taxpayer education initiatives to help taxpayers use 

them.

Taxpayer education can take many forms, 
adapting to local needs and resources. Initiatives 
described by tax administrators highlighted the wide 
range of initiatives, from essay writing contests by 
students, to workshops on complying with new 
technical regulations; from animated rap songs and 
radio shows about tax, to hands-on assistance in filing 
annual returns, including communicating important 
tax deadlines. To help make sense of this diversity 
a typology of taxpayer education initiatives has 
been proposed. This typology breaks down taxpayer 
education initiatives into three main categories, and 
eight subcategories.

This classification of the initiatives enables a 
more meaningful analysis of taxpayer education, 
helping identify the factors that can affect the 
effectiveness of taxpayer education initiatives. Overall, 
44% of the initiatives focussed on teaching tax, 36% 
on communicating tax and 20% on assisting with tax. 
The three main categories are broken down into eight 
subcategories as shown in Figure 2.

Approaches to taxpayer education
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Source: OECD Survey on Taxpayer Education Initiatives.

Figure 2. Typology of taxpayer education initiatives
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Tax can be complicated, especially for those with 
little or no existing knowledge of the tax system.  
Teaching tax initiatives provide in-depth engagement 
with participants to help address this knowledge 
gap. While the range of programmes is very broad, a 
common feature is the emphasis on teaching youth 
(66%). By reaching younger populations, for example 
through embedding tax education in local curricula, tax 
administrations aim to foster a culture of voluntary tax 
compliance in the taxpayers of the future, often through 
showing the importance of tax in building a better 
society.

The survey also showed that businesses, 
especially small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SME) are priority targets for tax administrators, 

as 11 countries reported initiatives aimed at better 
educating businesses. Considering the wide range of 
taxes and need for up-to date information, teaching 
tax can help bridge knowledge gaps and address SME 
concerns, especially where new business owners have 
no training or experience in tax. There are relatively few 
examples (only six) of teaching tax initiatives aimed 
at individual taxpayers, these tended to be focused 
on more vulnerable populations who need extra 
assistance in understanding both their tax obligations 
and the rights that are associated with tax compliance 
(e.g. to benefits). In general, Teaching tax initiatives, 
while common, are resource intensive, as they require 
significant financial, logistical and human resources to 
execute, especially at scale.

Teaching tax

Argentina: Teaching tax in 
schools

The Argentinian revenue authority 

(AFIP) designed an initiative targeting 

students’ understanding of tax and 

of the role of tax in society. The AFIP 

co-ordinated regular meetings with key 

actors in the education system, invested 

in the creation of teaching materials, 

and trained teachers to enable them to 

become agents of change and make tax 

integral to the teaching of citizenship.

Source: Federal Administration of Public Revenue (AFIP), Argentina
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Especially where the taxpaying culture is not well 
established, many people are not aware of their 
rights and obligations on tax. Awareness raising 
initiatives can help communicate these rights and 
obligations, often in a light-touch way.

A light touch approach is important, as many people 
are wary of tax administrations. As such, a common 
goal of tax administrations is building a more positive 
relationship with taxpayers to reduce the fear of 
tax administrations. Not only does it help encourage 
voluntary compliance, it also helps administrations listen 
and build their understanding of their taxpayers, which 
can contribute to better policy and more effective 
enforcement strategies. 

One way to build such positive relationships is to 
be present in the taxpayers’ daily lives, for example 
through TV programmes broadcast before or after 
the evening news, or through participation of the tax 
administration in non-tax-oriented events (e.g. arts and 
cultural fairs).

Additionally, tax administrations have been engaging 
in information campaigns on tax laws and legislative 
changes. These advertising style campaigns can help 
inform taxpayers of new tax laws, and deadlines. Such 
efforts are vital, as research has shown that difficulty 
in accessing information about taxes correlates with a 
lower willingness to pay taxes. 

Moreover, many tax administrations provide
information on how tax revenues are used, to build the 
social contract with citizens.

Some tax administrations are increasingly looking to 
use behavioural economics style ‘nudge’ approaches to 
adapt their communication to their audiences. To do so, 
some administrations are working with external experts 
(usually academics) to use their expertise in tailoring 
messages to improve engagement from taxpayers.

Communicating tax to raise awareness

Image source: Office Togolais des Recettes, Togo

Togo: Raising local awareness 
about fiscal citizenship

As part of the effort to raise tax awareness, 

the Togolese tax administration (OTR) has 

been organising local events in selected 

neighbourhoods and popular markets, 

to conduct interactive information and 

awareness sessions in local languages. At 

the time of the publication of the report, 

the events had already reached over 70 000 

people, and were judged to have significantly 

lowered the non-compliance rate.
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The complexity of tax systems and difficulties 
in understanding tax obligations may lead to 
unintentional errors from taxpayers or, at worst, 
undermine the effort they put into trying to fulfil  
their tax obligations. This can lead to significant loss 
in revenue, as well as taxpayers not receiving benefits 
and credits they are entitled to, with serious impacts for 
the most vulnerable in society.

To solve that, many tax administrations are expanding 
their taxpayer education initiatives to provide an 
increasing range of practical assistance and support.  
The assistance is usually provided either through specific 
tools and services dedicated to taxpayers (notably 
digital tools, such as chatbots), or direct assistance 
(one-to-one support with tax officials).

Digital tools facilitate the provision of assistance, as 
they enable self-service options and 24/7 availability. 
However, for their implementation to be successful, 
taxpayers need to understand that these tools are 
available and know how to use them properly. For that 
reason, tax administrations have oriented taxpayer 
education towards user guidance and taxpayer 
participation in the design and testing of new services.

Where digital tools are not applicable, tax
administrations focus on personalised support provided 
through free tax services for lower-income individuals, 
vulnerable taxpayers and newly created businesses.

Assisting with tax

South Africa: Assisting vulnerable 
taxpayers and those in rural areas

The South African Revenue Service (SARS) 

has mobile tax units (MTUs) through which 

it can reach taxpayers in rural areas where 

there is no organisational presence. It also 

makes special provisions for deaf taxpayers 

by having selected SARS education and 

outreach teams trained to provide sign 

language tax compliance assistance, in an 

effort to assist vulnerable taxpayers whose 

personal circumstances make managing 

their tax affairs difficult.

Image source: South African Revenue Service (2021)
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As part of the international survey, the 
participating tax authorities were asked to 
provide an estimate of the impact of each 
initiative on tax compliance1.According to the 
estimations, the overwhelming majority of taxpayer 
education initiatives had strong positive impacts on 
voluntary tax compliance, taxpayer’s knowledge of 
the tax system, and taxpayer’s perception of the tax 
authorities, making compliance and enforcement more 
efficient.

These results, however, need to be examined 
carefully. They are based on short-term perceptions 
of taxpayers and governments, rather than objective 
long-term results. Only a limited number of initiatives 
presented in the report were subject to external impact 
evaluation, as most were evaluated internally by the tax 
administrations using data collected in questionnaires 
assessing taxpayer’s perception of the quality of the 
teaching/communication materials.

Overall, the results provide valuable insights on the 
role and importance of taxpayer education, but more 
research is required to evaluate and validate the full 
extent of the impact of the initiatives.

Evaluating the taxpayer education initiatives

1. Estimations were received for 104 initiatives, out of the 140 examined.

8

99% of reported taxpayer 
education initiatives are associated with 
increased tax compliance.

90% perceived 
teaching tax initiatives to 
have a great or very large 
impact on increasing tax 
compliance, compared 
to 76% for awareness 
raising and 75% for tax 
assistance.

83%  
of all cases 
reported an 
increase that 
was “great” or 
“very large”.
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The 2021 report highlights that taxpayer 
education is a means to building tax culture, 
compliance and citizenship in the long-term. The 
initiatives are seen as part of a continuing effort by 
public authorities to positively influence taxpayers’ 
perceptions. However, this is not an easy task, as it 
requires careful planning and design to ensure the 
initiative attains its initial objectives. 

Analysing 140 initiatives from 59 countries, the report 
identifies key considerations to help administrations 
looking to design and implement taxpayer education 
initiatives or improve existing ones. The report breaks 
down the design process into four main steps- defining 
a goal, checking the available resources, identifying 
potential initiatives and careful consideration of the design.

When designing any of the initiatives – whether 
teaching tax, improving communication or assisting 
with tax – it is important to ensure that the chosen 
initiative fits local needs and circumstances. While 
tax administrations are likely to be aware of many of 
these needs, additional research may be needed to 
provide a full picture, not least because most taxpayer 
education initiatives are seeking to engage an audience 
that the tax administration does not already have good 
information on. It is for this reason that partnerships can 
be vital, to help both understand the target audience, 
and facilitate engagement with them.

Key considerations in planning taxpayer 
education initiatives

Identifying potential initiatives
Once the need and resources have been clearly outlined, 
tax administrators can match their objective to an 
initiative category that can best achieve their objective.
Identifying the preferred category of initiative makes it easy 
to review other initiatives of the  same type for inspiration, 
drawing on the report and its comprehensive Annex.

Designing the initiatives
Often the most important consideration in the design 
is to identify how the target audience will be reached.
Considering the timescale of the initiative, and the 
timing for delivery of key actions  is also vital.
Incorporating montoring and evaluation into the design 
from the start is important, but often neglected. 

Defining a clear objective
To be effective, taxpayer education initiatives have to 
adapt to the specific context of the country and develop
a clear objective of the problem being addressed.
The research finds that the most effective projects 
identified a target audience, key partners and clearly 
outlined the scope of the initiative. In some cases the 
objective maybe too big / complex for one initiative 
alone, and so multiple initiatives should be planned.

Checking available resources
Successful projects require significant financial, 
logistical and human resources. To ensure the 
viability of the project, it is advisable to be realistic 
on what can be achieved with the available resources.
Identifying potential partners to share the resource 
burden is often important.



10 TAXPAYER EDUCATION TO BUILD TAX CULTURE, COMPLIANCE AND CITIZENSHIP

© OECD 2023

Taxpayer education is a vital tool to stimulate 
voluntary tax compliance and inculcate fiscal 
citizenship, which can ultimately translate into 
higher revenues, and support the delivery of the 
Sustainable Development Goals.

• Building on the 2015 report, the 2021 edition, through 
providing a new typology, provides a guide to help 
readers navigate through the complexity of taxpayer 
education, including more detailed and recent 
descriptions of each type of initiative, with case 
studies, common challenges and solutions;

• A chapter identifying the role that non-government 
actors can play in taxpayer education;

• A simple guide to help with the design of taxpayer 
education initiatives, with key questions to help 
ensure the main challenges are considered;

• A comprehensive annex with details of all  
140 initiatives that the report is based upon.

The 2021 report advances research in the under-studied 
field of taxpayer education and its impact on tax 
compliance. By offering detailed accounts of national 
taxpayer initiatives and analysing their approach, the 
report highlights the value in investing in such initiatives 
(and expanding them) as well as the need to pay special 
attention to their design and planning. The OECD will 
continue to seek opportunities to bring together those 
involved in the development and implementation of 
taxpayer education initiatives in order to continue 
discussions and debates related to taxpayer education.

Key conclusions
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The full report is accessible on the OECD website in English, French and Spanish.

Building Tax Culture, Compliance and Citizenship is part of 
a broader OECD work stream on tax morale, which aims at 
better understanding what motivates taxpayers to want 
to pay tax. Since 2013, the OECD has been compiling new 

data to shed light on the factors affecting tax morale, and 
encourage further research and discussion, especially in 
respect to developing countries. The full reports on tax 
morale are accessible at the OECD website.

Access the reports
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