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• Negli USA, le imposte (statali) sulle vendite al dettaglio sono pagate 
direttamente al momento dell’acquisto
• … e il loro importo non è mostrato sul cartellino del prezzo
• I modelli tradizionali assumono che gli individui siano pienamente 

consapevoli delle tasse che pagano
• Non sempre vero nella pratica
• Concetto di tax salience:

• Una tassa è più rilevante di un’altra se il calcolo del prezzo lordo è più 
‘immediato’ (richiede meno calcoli/calcoli più semplici)
• O semplicemente se è più visibile/percepibile

Oltre la teoria dell’incidenza
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A central assumption in public economics is that agents optimize fully with respect to tax 
policies. For example, Frank P. Ramsey’s (1927) seminal analysis of optimal commodity taxa-
tion assumes that agents respond to tax changes in the same way as price changes. Canonical 
results on tax incidence, ef!ciency costs, and optimal income taxation (e.g., Arnold C. Harberger 
1964; James A. Mirrlees 1971; Anthony B. Atkinson and Joseph E. Stiglitz 1976) all rely on full 
optimization with respect to taxes.

Contrary to the full optimization assumption, there is accumulating evidence that suggests 
that individuals are inattentive to some types of incentives.1 Inattention and imperfect optimiza-
tion could be particularly important in the case of taxation, because tax systems are complex 
and nontransparent in practice. Income tax schedules are typically highly nonlinear; bene!t-
tax linkages for social insurance programs are opaque (e.g., social security taxes and bene!ts); 
and taxes on commodities are often not displayed in posted prices (sales taxes, hotel city taxes, 
vehicle excise fees).

1 Recent studies of inattentive behavior include prices versus shipping fees (Tanjim Hossain and John Morgan 2006; 
Jennifer Brown, Hossain, and Morgan 2008), !nancial markets (Stefano DellaVigna and Joshua Pollet 2009), and 
rebates for car purchases (Meghan Busse, Jorge Silva-Risso, and Florian Zettelmeyer 2006). See DellaVigna (2009) for 
additional examples and a review of this literature.

Salience and Taxation: Theory and Evidence

By Raj Chetty, Adam Looney, and Kory Kroft*

Using two strategies, we show that consumers underreact to taxes that are not 
salient. First, using a !eld experiment in a grocery store, we !nd that posting 
tax-inclusive price tags reduces demand by 8 percent. Second, increases in taxes 
included in posted prices reduce alcohol consumption more than increases in 
taxes applied at the register. We develop a theoretical framework for applied 
welfare analysis that accommodates salience effects and other optimization 
failures. The simple formulas we derive imply that the economic incidence of 
a tax depends on its statutory incidence, and that even policies that induce no 
change in behavior can create ef!ciency losses. (JEL C93, D12, H25, H71)

* Chetty: Department of Economics, University of California, Berkeley, 549 Evans Hall, #3880, Berkeley, CA 
94720–3880 (e-mail: chetty@econ.berkeley.edu); Looney: Division of Research and Statistics, Board of Governors of 
Federal Reserve System, 20th St. and Constitution Avenue, NW, Washington, DC 20551 (e-mail: adam.looney@frb.
gov); Kroft: Department of Economics, University of California, Berkeley, 549 Evans Hall, #3880, Berkeley, CA 94720–
3882 (e-mail: kroft@econ.berkeley.edu). We are very grateful to So!a Berto Villas-Boas and Reed Johnson for help in 
implementing the experiment, and to Christopher Carpenter, Jeffrey Miron, and Lina Tetelbaum for sharing data on 
alcohol regulations. Thanks to George Akerlof, David Ahn, Alan Auerbach, Douglas Bernheim, Kitt Carpenter, Judith 
Chevalier, Stefano DellaVigna, Amy Finkelstein, Michael Greenstone, Caroline Hoxby, Shachar Kariv, Peter Katuscak, 
Botond Kőszegi, Erzo Luttmer, James Poterba, Matthew Rabin, Ricardo Reis, Emmanuel Saez, Jesse Shapiro, Andrei 
Shleifer, Dan Sichel, Uri Simonsohn, anonymous referees, and numerous seminar participants for helpful comments 
and discussions. Laurel Beck, Gregory Bruich, Matt Grandy, Matt Levy, Ankur Patel, Ity Shurtz, James Sly, and 
Philippe Wingender provided outstanding research assistance. Funding was provided by National Science Foundation 
grant SES 0452605 and the Hoover Institution. The analysis and conclusions set forth are those of the authors and do 
not indicate concurrence by other members of the research staff or the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve. 
Appendices and stata code for the empirical analysis are available on Chetty’s Web site.
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Cartellino originale

Cartellino ‘sperimentale’
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Un’imposta ha un effetto maggiore sulla domanda se è indicata nel prezzo esposto 
(rispetto al caso in cui è aggiunta solo al momento della vendita)?

• Design quasi-sperimentale
• Gruppo di trattamento: 

• Prodotti: Cosmetici, deodoranti, prodotti per capelli
• Negozio: Un (grande) negozio nella California del Nord 
• Periodo: 3 settimane tra Febbraio e Marzo 2016

• Gruppo di controllo:
• Prodotti: Altri prodotti simili (dentifrici, creme per il corpo, prodotti da rasatura) 
• Negozio : Due negozi simili, vicini al negozio ‘trattato’
• Periodo: 2005 e inizio 2006 

Oltre la teoria dell’incidenza
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• Nel gruppo di trattamento: nuove etichette di prezzo che mostrano sia il 
prezzo totale che le imposte
• Comparano le scelte di consumo tra i prodotti ‘trattati’ e i prodotti di 

controllo nei negozi trattati, prima e dopo l’introduzione delle nuove 
etichette
• Stesso esercizio nei negozi di controllo (placebo), così da ‘ripulire’ l’effetto da 

variazioni/trend che potrebbero colpire diversamente
• Le categorie di prodotti trattati (da quelli di controllo)
• I negozi trattati (rispetto a quelli di contollo)
• Il periodo dell’esperimento (rispetto a quello pre-/)

• Dati: scanner dei prodotti alla cassa (tutte le transazioni sono registrate)

Oltre la teoria dell’incidenza
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labelled on the axes, along with the standard error and the number of observations. All standard 
errors reported in this and subsequent tables in this section are clustered by week to adjust for 
correlation of errors across products.10

The mean quantity sold in the treatment categories fell by an average of 1.30 units per 
week during the experimental period relative to the preperiod baseline. Meanwhile, quantity 
sold in the control categories within the treatment store went up by 0.84 units. Hence, sales 
fell in the treatment categories relative to the control categories by 2.14 units on average, with 
a standard error of 0.68. This change of D D TS  = −2.14 units is the “within-treatment store”  
difference-in-differences estimate of the impact of posting tax-inclusive prices. The identi!ca-
tion assumption necessary for consistency of D D TS  is the standard “common trends” condition 
(Bruce D. Meyer 1995), which in this case requires that sales of the treatment and control prod-
ucts would have evolved similarly absent our intervention.

One natural way of evaluating the validity of this identi!cation assumption is to compare the 
change in sales of treatment and control products in the control stores, where no intervention 
took place. The lower panel of Table 3 presents such a comparison. In the control stores, sales of 
treatment products increased by a (statistically insigni!cant) D D CS  = 0.06 units relative to sales 
of control products. The fact that D D CS  is not signi!cantly different from zero suggests that sales 

week throughout the analysis reported in the paper. However, none of the results is affected by extending the preperiod 
to include this week.

10 Standard errors are similar when we cluster by category to adjust for serial correlation.

Table 3— Effect of Posting Tax-Inclusive Prices: DDD Analysis of Mean Quantity Sold

Period Control categories Treated categories Difference

Panel A. Treatment store
Baseline (2005:1–2006:6) 26.48 25.17 −1.31(0.22) (0.37) (0.43)[5,510] [754] [6,264]
Experiment (2006:8–2006:10) 27.32 23.87 −3.45(0.87) (1.02) (0.64)[285] [39] [324]
Difference over time 0.84 −1.30 DDTS = −2.14

(0.75) (0.92) (0.68)[5,795] [793] [6,588]
Panel B. Control stores
Baseline (2005:1–2006:6) 30.57 27.94 -2.63

(0.24) (0.30) (0.32)[11,020] [1,508] [12,528]
Experiment (2006:8–2006:10) 30.76 28.19 −2.57(0.72) (1.06) (1.09)[570] [78] [648]
Difference over time 0.19 0.25 DDCS = 0.06

(0.64) (0.92) (0.95)[11,590] [1,586] [13,176]
DDD Estimate −2.20

(0.59)[19,764]
Notes: Each cell shows mean quantity sold per category per week, for various subsets of the sample. Standard errors (clustered by week) in parentheses, number of observations in square brackets. Experimental period spans week 8 in 
2006 to week 10 in 2006. Baseline period spans week 1 in 2005 to week 6 in 2006. Lower panel re4ects averages across 
the two control stores. 
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La tax salience ha un ruolo importante:
1. Mostrare esplicitamente le tasse sulla vendita riduce (maggiormente) la 

domanda
2. (Altra evidenza: il consumo di birra (US) è elastico se si considerano le 

accise e rigido se si considerano le imposte sulla vendita)
• Solo le prime sono esplicite

• Se le tasse non sono visibili/percepibili, i consumatori più facilmente 
ne sopportano l’onere economico
• Domanda meno elastica

Oltre la teoria dell’incidenza
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• Cosa cambia se introduciamo il concetto della rilevanza di un’imposta (e 
di conseguenza della razionalità limitata):
• Tax salience influenza l’elasticità
• Tassazione ottimale: tasse più alte sulle tasse meno rilevanti (non più regola 

dell’elasticità inversa)
• Imposte dal lato del consumatore e dal lato del produttore possono non avere più 

la stessa rilevanza economica
• Political economy: preferibile aumentare le tasse meno visibili

Oltre la teoria dell’incidenza
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• Evasione fiscale: consiste nel mancato pagamento di imposte
legalmente dovute.
• Diversa da elusione fiscale: modificare il proprio comportamento in modo da

ridurre il proprio onere tributario.
• Analisi positiva dell’evasione implica un trade-off nella scelta

dell’ammontare R da nascondere alle autorità:
• beneficio dell’evasione fiscale: t (aliquota marginale)
• vs rischio di accertamento (e sanzione)

• Probabilità di accertamento è ρ
• Se accertato un illecito, multa che aumenta proporzionalmente con R

• se il valore di ρ e lo schema delle multe è noto, la decisione si basa sul
confronto tra costi e benefici marginali

L’evasione fiscale
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L’evasione fiscale

M. Nieddu Scienza delle Finanze AA. 2023/2024

• L’importo ottimale di evasione: valore R* 
• Ottimale: in media rappresenta la scelta 

che massimizza il reddito post-tax.
• Ma è possibile che sia ottimale non evadere 

affatto. 
• Se il costo marginale dell’evasione supera il 

beneficio marginale (per tutti i valori positivi 
di R, l’ottimo è pari a zero.



L’evasione fiscale
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• L’ammontare ottimo di evasione dipende 
quindi da
• Probabilità di accertamento (MC ↑)
• Multa marginale (MC ↑)
• Tassazione (MB ↑)
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• L’ammontare ottimo di evasione dipende 
quindi da
• Probabilità di accertamento (MC ↑)
• Multa marginale (MC ↑)
• Tassazione (MB ↑)

• Ma anche da elementi non considerati in 
questo modello:
• esistono costi psicologici dell’evasione;
• gli individui  sono avversi al rischio
• scelte di occupazioni che permettono di 

evadere somme consistenti (economia 
sommersa)
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Perché ci interessa l’evasione fiscale?
1. Ragioni di efficienza: se aumenta il numero dei contribuenti, è 

possibile ottenere lo stesso gettito riducendo la tassazione (EdP↓)
2. Ragioni di equità verticale: più facile evadere se redditi e ricchezza 

assumono forme diverse dai salari
• L’evasione fiscale riduce l’equità verticale

3. Ragioni di equità orizzontale: individui in una posizione simile prima 
della tassazione saranno in una posizione diversa se uno evade
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Tax Evasion and Inequality†

By Annette Alstadsæter, Niels Johannesen, and Gabriel Zucman*

Drawing on a unique dataset of leaked customer lists from offshore 
!nancial institutions matched to administrative wealth records 
in Scandinavia, we show that offshore tax evasion is highly con-
centrated among the rich. The skewed distribution of offshore 
wealth implies high rates of tax evasion at the top: we !nd that the 
0.01   percent  richest households evade about 25  percent of their 
taxes. By  contrast, tax evasion detected in strati!ed random tax 
audits is less than 5  percent throughout the distribution. Top wealth 
shares increase substantially when accounting for unreported assets, 
highlighting the importance of factoring in tax evasion to properly 
measure inequality. (JEL D31, H24, H26, K34)

The size and distribution of tax evasion is a source of sustained interest and 
 controversy among the public. Some believe that the bulk of tax evasion is done 
by the wealthy, a view fueled recently by high-pro!le leaks from offshore !nancial 
institutions such as the “Panama Papers.” Others stress that poorer individuals may 
be more likely to evade taxes, highlighting fraud by the self-employed or abuse of 
refundable tax credits.

Who evades taxes, and how much, matters for both economists and  policymakers. 
First, and most importantly, it matters for the study of inequality. Over the last 15 
years, scholars have increasingly relied on tax data to study distributional issues, 
especially trends in top income and wealth shares (see Roine and Waldenström 
2015, for a recent survey). Tax returns are the best available data source to study 
the top-end of the distribution, because they do not, contrary to surveys, suffer from 
sampling errors: everybody above a certain income level has to !le a return. But they 

Evasione fiscale e disuguaglianze



• Studiare l’evasione fiscale è difficile: non ci sono dati esaustivi
• Questo studio: 
• Dati sui capitali nascosti: HSBC Swiss Leaks/Panama Papers/condoni fiscali 
• Dati sul reddito dichiarato: dati amministrativi (Danimarca, Svezia, Norvegia)
• Abbinamento possibile nel 90% dei casi tra titolarità dei conti nascosti e 

dichiarazioni dei redditi in questi stati
• Risultati:
• Probabilità di capitali offshore aumenta con la ricchezza
• Chi nasconde capitali lo fa per circa il 40% della ricchezza complessiva
• Il top 0.01% dei più ricchi detiene il 50% dei capitali nei paradisi fiscali
• Il top 0.01% dei più ricchi evade circa il 25% delle imposte dovute 

• Era il 5% secondo le stime precedenti 

Evasione fiscale e disuguaglianze

M. Nieddu Scienza delle Finanze AA. 2023/2024



2084 THE AMERICAN ECONOMIC REVIEW JUNE 2019

A remark is in order here. For the purpose of ranking HSBC customers in the 
wealth distribution, we added the hidden HSBC wealth to non-hidden wealth.23 

23 The amount hidden at HSBC is observable for 300 households out of 520. As discussed in online 
Appendix E, the main explanation for the gap is that a number of accounts initially held by households directly 
in their own name were over time transferred to shell corporations, following which the identity of the bene"cial 
owner remains observable in the "les leaked by Falciani, but not the account details. As shown in online Appendix 
Figure E.1, excluding accounts with no known values does not change the gradient reported in panel A of Figure 2. 

Figure 2. Tax Evasion at HSBC: Intensive versus Extensive Margin

Notes: Panel A shows the fraction of households in Scandinavia (Norway, Sweden, and Denmark) who had an unre-
ported bank account at HSBC Switzerland in 2006, by bins of 2006 Scandinavian wealth. The sample includes 520 
Scandinavian households who could be matched to a tax return; see text. Panel B shows the ratio of the wealth held 
at HSBC over total observable wealth, in the sub-sample of 300 matched HSBC account-holders for whom account 
values are available. 

Source: Online Appendix Tables E.2 and E.6
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 self-selection  into  amnesties correlates with wealth. We "nd that the poor-
est  evaders  are slightly more likely to participate in an amnesty. Households 
between the 95th and the 99.5th percentile (i.e., with net wealth between about 
$1 and $3  million) are  relatively overrepresented in the amnesty sample. For that 

Figure 3. Probability to Be in the Panama Papers or Use an Amnesty

Notes: Panel A shows the fraction of households in Norway and Sweden who are identi"ed in the Panama Papers as 
bene"cial owners of shell companies created by the Panamanian law "rm Mossack Fonseca, by bins of 2006 wealth. 
Panel B shows the fraction of households in Norway and Sweden who declared hidden wealth in a tax amnesty over 
the period 2007 to 2015, by bins of 2006 wealth. In both cases, the wealth bins are de"ned relative to the pooled 
Norwegian plus Swedish population. 

Source: Online Appendix Tables G.2 and F.1
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D. How Offshore Tax Evasion Varies with Wealth

Panel B of Figure 4 reports our estimates of how much tax each group of the 
wealth distribution evades offshore, as a fraction of their true tax liability. We "nd 

Figure 4. The Distribution of Offshore Wealth and Offshore Tax Evasion

Notes: Panel A shows the distribution of wealth in Scandinavia (Norway, Sweden, Denmark) excluding  offshore 
wealth, and the distribution of wealth held at HSBC and disclosed by amnesty participants. Panel B distributes the 
macro stock of offshore across wealth groups and computes the implied amount of taxes evaded. See text for a 
description of the benchmark, higher, and lower-bound scenarios. 95 percent con"dence  intervals based on boot-
strapped standard errors. 

Source: Online Appendix Tables A.2, J.1, J.3, J.3b, and J.3c
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Panel B of Figure 4 reports our estimates of how much tax each group of the 
wealth distribution evades offshore, as a fraction of their true tax liability. We "nd 

Figure 4. The Distribution of Offshore Wealth and Offshore Tax Evasion

Notes: Panel A shows the distribution of wealth in Scandinavia (Norway, Sweden, Denmark) excluding  offshore 
wealth, and the distribution of wealth held at HSBC and disclosed by amnesty participants. Panel B distributes the 
macro stock of offshore across wealth groups and computes the implied amount of taxes evaded. See text for a 
description of the benchmark, higher, and lower-bound scenarios. 95 percent con"dence  intervals based on boot-
strapped standard errors. 

Source: Online Appendix Tables A.2, J.1, J.3, J.3b, and J.3c

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

P0–
50

P50
–P

90

P90
–P

99

P99
–P

99
.9

P99
.9–

99
.99

P.9
9.9

9–
P10

0

P
er

ce
nt

 o
f t

ot
al

 (r
ec

or
de

d 
or

 h
id

de
n)

 w
ea

lth
  

Position in the wealth distribution 

Panel A. Distribution of wealth: recorded versus hidden 

Hidden wealth 
disclosed in amnesty 

Hidden wealth 
held at HSBC 

Recorded wealth 

0

10

20

30

40

50

P90
–9

5 

P95
–9

9 

P99
–9

9.5
 

P99
.5–

99
.9 

P99
.9–

P99
.95

 

P99
.95

–P
99

.99
 

P99
.99

–P
10

0 

P
er

ce
nt

 o
f t

ot
al

 ta
xe

s 
ow

ed
 th

at
 a

re
 n

ot
 p

ai
d 

 

Position in the wealth distribution 

Panel B. Offshore tax evasion, by wealth group 

Lower-bound 
scenario 

High scenario 

Evasione fiscale e disuguaglianze



MANAGEMENT SCIENCE
Articles in Advance, pp. 1–19

http://pubsonline.informs.org/journal/mnsc ISSN 0025-1909 (print), ISSN 1526-5501 (online)

You’ve Got Mail: A Randomized Field Experiment on Tax Evasion
Kristina M. Bott,a Alexander W. Cappelen,a Erik Ø. Sørensen,a Bertil Tungoddena

aCentre for Experimental Research on Fairness, Inequality and Rationality—The Choice Lab, Norwegian School of Economics,
5045 Bergen, Norway
Contact: kristina.bott@nhh.no, https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2491-8778 (KMB); alexander.cappelen@nhh.no,

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3489-7085 (AWC); erik.sorensen@nhh.no, https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7155-4188 (EØS);
bertil.tungodden@nhh.no, https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4182-8491 (BT)

Received: July 15, 2017
Revised: January 19, 2019
Accepted: April 15, 2019
Published Online in Articles in Advance:
October 22, 2019

https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.2019.3390

Copyright: © 2019 The Author(s)

Abstract. We report from a large-scale randomized field experiment conducted on a
unique sample of more than 15,000 taxpayers in Norway who were likely to have mis-
reported their foreign income. By randomly manipulating a letter from the tax authorities,
we cleanly identify that moral suasion and the perceived detection probability play a
crucial role in shaping taxpayer behavior. The moral letter mainly works on the intensive
margin, while the detection letter has a strong effect on the extensive margin. We further
show that only the detection letter has long-term effects on tax compliance.

History: Accepted by Yan Chen, behavioral economics.
Open Access Statement: This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License. You are free to copy, distribute, transmit and adapt this work, but you must attribute this work
as “Management Science. Copyright © 2019 TheAuthor(s). https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.2019.3390, used
under a Creative Commons Attribution License: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.”

Funding: Thisworkwas supported by the ResearchCouncil of Norway through its Centres of Excellence
Scheme [Centre for Experimental Research on Fairness, Inequality, and Rationality (FAIR) Project
26 26 75; Grant 236995] and the New Opportunities for Research Funding Agency Cooperation in
Europe (NORFACE) Welfare State Future Program [file number 462-14-030] and administered by
FAIR–The Choice Lab, NHH Norwegian School of Economics.

Supplemental Material: The online appendix is available at https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.2019.3390.

Keywords: taxation • tax evasion • tax morale • field experiment

1. Introduction
A key challenge in all modern societies is to limit tax
evasion, which causes large losses in government reve-
nues and creates significant unfairness in society. It
has, for example, been argued that the loss of govern-
ment revenue amounts to 500 billion USD annually
in the United States, corresponding to the size of the
government deficit, and 11 billion euros in Greece,
corresponding to 30% of the government deficit (Cebula
and Feige 2012, Artavanis et al. 2016, Cobham and
Jansky 2018). Tax evasion is particularly difficult to
handle when the tax administration has to rely on self-
reported data, since taxpayers have an economic in-
centive tounderreport income (Allingham and Sandmo
1972, Slemrod and Yitzhaki 2002, Sandmo 2005). The
classical approach to increasing tax compliance has
therefore been to reduce the economic incentives for
tax evasion by increasing the detection probability and
penalties. In recent years, however, there has been a
growing interest among policymakers and academics
in understanding the extent to which moral motivation
or, more broadly, “tax morale,” can play a role in in-
creasing tax compliance in society, since it has the
potential to ensure tax compliance even in situations
where the capacity to control and audit taxpayers is
limited (Slemrod 2007, Luttmer and Singhal 2014).

Tax morale is an umbrella term that captures non-
pecuniary motivations for tax compliance (Luttmer and
Singhal 2014), including fairness concerns, social
norms, and reciprocal motives (Cullis and Lewis 1997,
Blumenthal et al. 2001, Torgler 2002, Wenzel 2004,
Feld and Frey 2007, Kirchler 2007, Torgler 2007,
Kirchler et al. 2008). Many studies have pointed to tax
morale as an explanation for why the level of tax
compliance is often higher than what we would ex-
pect if people were motivated only by the fear of
detection and penalties (Alm et al. 1992, Andreoni
et al. 1998, Bobek and Hatfield 2003), and several
studies suggest that cross-country differences in tax
compliance may partly reflect differences in tax morale
across countries (Alm et al. 1995, Alm and Torgler
2006). Recent work has also provided neural evidence
underscoring the importance of moral sentiments in
the tax compliance context (Dulleck et al. 2016).
To study the drivers of tax compliance, and in

particular the role of moral motivation, we conducted
a large-scale field experiment together with the Nor-
wegian TaxAdministration (NTA) on a unique sample
of more than 15,000 taxpayers. The sample consisted
of taxpayers who were likely to have misreported their
foreign income for the previous tax year, but who
were not aware that the Norwegian tax authorities

1
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• L’evasione fiscale è difficile da contrastare quando l’amministrazione
deve basarsi sul reddito riportato dagli stessi contribuenti
• Incentivo economico all’evasione

• Approccio classico per ridurre l’evasione: ridurre gli incentivi economici
• Aumentare la probabilità di accertamento e le multe/conseguenze

• Recentemente: focus sulla ‘tax morale’
• Motivazioni non-monetarie dietro la decisione di non evadere (equità, norme

sociali, reciprocità…)
• Possibile ruolo chiave nella riduzione dell’evasione fiscale, soprattutto quando la

capacità di controllo del governo è limitata
• Può spiegare perché l’evasione è minore di quanto bisognerebbe attendersi se gli

individui rispondessero solo alla paura di un accertamento

La tax morale

M. Nieddu Scienza delle Finanze AA. 2023/2024



• Field experiment in Norvegia: 15000 contribuenti ‘presumibilmente evasori’ (redditi maturati all’estero).
• 4 diversi trattamenti (e un gruppo di controllo), somministrati in maniera casuale, sotto forma di 

lettere inviate prima della scadenza:

• Effetti dei diversi trattamenti (+1 anno, +2 anni):
• Se i contribuenti dichiarano
• Quanto dichiarano 

illustrating publicly financed services in health, ed-
ucation, infrastructure, and research (see Figure B5 in
the online appendix). In one treatment, the attachment
was combined with the base letter; in another treat-
ment it was combined with the societal benefits letter.

In the Detection treatment, the letter aimed to in-
crease the perceived detection probability of the tax
subject. We replaced the first sentence in the base letter,
“The Norwegian economy is becoming more inter-
nationalised, and an increasing number of Norwegian
taxpayers receive income and have assets abroad,”
with, “The tax administration has received information
that you have had income and/or assets abroad in
previous years.” The basic idea behind this treatment
manipulation was that providing information about
the tax authorities’ knowledge about the individual’s
income-generating activities abroad in previous years
would make the tax subjects update their subjective
beliefs about the likelihood of being audited. How-
ever, it is not obvious that the detection letter has a
strong effect on tax compliance. The taxpayers may
believe that the tax authorities only have information
about some of their foreign income or they may not
consider the letter to represent a credible threat about
tax enforcement (Slemrod et al. 2001).

Table 4 provides an overview of the different treat-
ment arms in the experiment. The experimental design
allows for the following twomain comparisons to study
the drivers of the misreporting of foreign income:

• The role of moral motivation: The comparison
between the Moral treatments and the Base treatment
identifies the causal effect of moral suasion on tax-
payer behavior.

• The role of the detection probability: The com-
parison between the Detection treatment and the Base
treatment identifies the causal effect of increasing per-
ceived detection probability on taxpayer behavior.

When interpreting these treatment comparisons,
we make two assumptions. First, we assume that the

moral letters only manipulate the moral dimension
relative to the base letter. Second, we assume that the
detection letter only manipulates the perceived de-
tection probability relative to the base letter. We
tested these assumptions in an independent survey,
where, as shown in Table A1 in the online appendix,
we find support for the letters working as intended.
Importantly, we find no evidence of the moral letters
increasing the perceived detection probability among
recipients of these letters.

4. Theoretical Framework
We here provide a simple model of taxpayer behavior
to guide our analysis and the interpretation of the re-
sults, building on Cappelen et al. (2007) and Sandmo
(2012). We do not model the behavior of the tax au-
thorities and thus do not consider the possibility of
strategic interaction between the taxpayers and the
tax authorities (Graetz et al. 1986).
Assume that the taxpayer has (only) foreign income

y and self-reports the foreign income to be r. The tax
on foreign income is t and the penalty on misreported
income, if detected, is τ. After tax, income is Y ! y − tr
if the misreporting is not detected and Z ! y − tr −
τ(y − r) if it is detected. Let us assume that the tax-
payer has the following expected utility function:

EU(r; ·) ! pu(Z) + (1 − p)u(Y) − s(T)β y − r
( )2, (1)

where p is the subjective probability of being de-
tected, u is a von Neumann-Morgenstern utility func-
tion capturing the risk preferences over income, s(T) ∈
[0, 1] is a parameter capturing the salience of the
moral cost in treatment T, and β ≥ 0 is the weight
attached to the morals cost of misreporting when the
moral cost is fully salient (s(T) ! 1). The model cap-
tures that people find it morally right to report their
income correctly and that the moral cost is increasing
in the deviation between their true income and their

Table 4. Overview of Treatments

Treatment Description

No letter Did not receive a letter
Base General information letter
Fairness Base letter + the following sentence added to the first paragraph:

“The great majority report information about their income and assets in Norway correctly and completely. In order to
treat all taxpayers fairly, it is therefore important that foreign income and foreign assets are reported in the same
manner.”

Societal benefits Base letter + the following sentence added to the first paragraph:
“Your tax payment contributes to the funding of publicly financed services in education, health and other important
sectors of society.”
Two additional treatments included an attachment visualizing public services financed through taxes (without the base
letter/in combination with the base letter).

Detection Base letter, but the first sentence (“TheNorwegian economy is becomingmore internationalized and an increasing number
of Norwegian taxpayers receive income and have assets abroad”) is replaced by the following sentence:
“The tax administration has received information that you in previous years have had income and/or assets abroad.”

Kristina et al.: You’ve Got Mail: A Randomized Field Experiment on Tax Evasion
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effect between the two groups, and it provides the
basis for a statistical test of whether the estimated
heterogeneity is statistically significant.

6. Results
In this section, we examine how the treatments af-
fected self-reporting for the follow-up year, before
turning to the heterogeneity analysis. In the final part,
we report on long-term effects of the intervention.

6.1. Main Analysis
From the ACA-reports, we know that 78% of the
taxpayers in our sample had foreign income in the
follow-up year, on average 42,796 NOK. We now
study whether the different letters caused the tax-
payers to self-report a larger share of their foreign
income to tax authorities.

As shown in panel (a) of Figure 1, for the follow-up
year, the average self-reported foreign income of the
taxpayers who received the base letter is larger than
that of thosewhodid not receive any letter. Strikingly,
however, we observe that the self-reported foreign
income of the taxpayers who received one of the
moral letters or the detection letter is almost double
the amount self-reported by those who received the
base letter. In Table 6, we report the corresponding
regressions based on Equation (3). Columns (1) and
(2) report estimates of the effect of not receiving a

letter, where all taxpayers who did receive a letter are
pooled and serve as the reference category. We ob-
serve from column (1) that receiving a letter has a
large and highly statistically significant effect on self-
reported foreign income: it more than doubles, from
8,155 NOK in theNo letter group to 17,030 NOK in the
treatment groups combined. As shown in column (2),
the finding is robust to the inclusion of a set of
background variables, including self-reported for-
eign income for the baseline year, foreign income
recorded in the ACA-report for the baseline year and
the follow-up year, and personal and socioeconomic
characteristics of the taxpayer (p< 0.001, column (2)).
Finally, in panel (a) of Figure 2, we show that there are
no statistically significant differences across treat-
ments in the amount requested for deductions based
on taxes paid abroad (p ! 0.551), even though panel
(b) shows that the letters cause a slight increase in the
share of taxpayers requesting a deduction. Thus, we
can state our first main result.

Result 1. A letter from the tax authorities has a large and
statistically significant effect on the self-reported foreign income.

In columns (3) and (4), we report estimated treat-
ment effects for each of the letters separately, where
the base letter now serves as the reference treatment.
We observe that the No letter treatment group reports
a lower foreign income than the Base treatment group.

Figure 1. Self-Reported Foreign Income

Note. The figure shows, for the follow-up year, the average amount of self-reported foreign income inNOK (panel (a)) and the share of taxpayers
who self-report a positive foreign income (panel (b)), by treatment.

Kristina et al.: You’ve Got Mail: A Randomized Field Experiment on Tax Evasion
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contrast, the Moral treatment had only a marginal
positive effect on the taxpayers that did not report any
foreign income for the baseline year, in terms of both
the amount reported and the share reporting a pos-
itive amount. The pattern is strikingly different for
the Detection treatment. In panel B, we observe that
the detection letter worked on the extensive margin
for both groups, but particularly for those who did
not report any foreign income for the baseline year
(p< 0.001). The Detection treatment also caused an
increase in the amount reported in both groups, but
this effect is only statistically significant for the tax-
payers who did not report any foreign income for the
baseline year (p ! 0.003).

Result 4. The effects of the moral letters and the detection
letter are robust across subgroups, with few significant
interaction effects between subgroups and treatment. The
heterogeneity analysis provides evidence consistent with the
moral letters strongly affecting the intensive margin and the
detection letter strongly affecting the extensive margin of
taxpayer behavior.

6.3. Long-Term Evidence
In this section, we study the self-reporting behavior of
the taxpayers in our sample in 2014, when they had to
self-report their foreign income in the prepopulated
tax return for 2013. The deadline was again in week

18, whichmeans that their choice of howmuch to self-
report for 2013 was made more than one year after
they received the treatment letters. It is therefore an
open question whether the message of the letter still
influences the taxpayers.
In the long run, the treatment letters may not only

affect the choice of how much to self-report, but also
the choice of howmuch income-generating activity to
have abroad. However, it should be kept in mind that
the taxpayers received the letter in week 15 of 2013,
which means that they had limited opportunity to
adjust the extent to which they earned income abroad
in 2013 as a response to the intervention.
In Figure 4, we provide an overview of our long-

term findings. In panel (a), we observe that the average
self-reported foreign income in theMoral treatments is
somewhat higher than in the other treatments, but
this difference is not statistically significant. In panel
(b), however, we observe that even in the long run,
there is a large and statistically significant effect of the
detection letter on the extensive margin: the share of
taxpayers reporting a positive foreign income in-
creases from 25.4% in the Base treatment to 32.6% in
the Detection treatment (p< 0.001). We also observe
that the base letter itself has some effect on the ex-
tensive margin in the long run (p ! 0.046), but we do
not find any additional effect of the moral letters
(p ! 0.422). Our findings are robust to the removal of

Figure 4. Long-Term (2013) Self-Reported Foreign Income

Note: The figure shows, for tax year 2013, the average amount of self-reported foreign income inNOK (panel (a)), the share of taxpayerswho self-
reported a positive foreign income (panel (b)), and the average amount of self-reported foreign income in NOK for the subset of taxpayers that
reported a positive foreign income (panel (c)), by treatment.
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