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Traditional approaches to tax enforcement assume that taxpayers are generally non-
compliant, and pay taxes only to avoid legal sanctions that might otherwise apply. From
this perspective, tax compliance depends solely on the risk that non-compliance will be
detected and on the severity of the penalty that is imposed if non-compliance is detected.’
For revenue authorities, in turn, tax enforcement depends on “command and control”
strategies involving high audit rates and increasingly severe penalties.

Although it would be simplistic to suggest that the probability of detection and the
severity of sanctions have no effect on tax compliance, there is increasing evidence that
attitudes toward tax compliance are also shaped by social norms as well as institutional
and procedural arrangements that build trust about the fairness of the tax system and the
legitimacy of government more generally.? On this basis, a growing body of literature
advocates a more “responsive” approach to tax enforcement which seeks to foster a
culture of tax compliance through enhanced communication, increased certainty, and
mutual trust.?

While governments in Australia and the United Kingdom have begun to adopt legislative
and administrative reforms premised on this responsive approach to tax enforcement,*
governments in Canada and the United States have been much less receptive to this
approach and continue to emphasize traditional “command and control” methods of tax
enforcement.”

This paper will (a) explain the theoretical and empirical foundation for more
“responsive” approaches to tax enforcement and compliance and (b) recommend specific
legislative and administrative reforms for Canadian tax administration based on
comparative experience in Australia and the United Kingdom.
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