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1. Executive summary 
 

The fifteenth Community Perceptions Survey (CPS) is based on a national online survey of 998 adult 

Australians, conducted in March 2013. 

Perceptions of how the ATO administers the tax system 

Taxpayers have a positive perception of the ATO, with moderately high levels of agreement that the 

ATO is doing a good job overall and of confidence in the ATO’s administration of the tax system.  The 

ATO is seen to be accountable, fair and professional by the vast majority of taxpayers.  This view has 

changed little since September 2009, when first measured by the CPS. 

Perceptions of how the ATO works with the community 

Despite these positive overall perceptions, there are some concerns about how the ATO administers 

the law and works with the community.  Taxpayers are only moderately positive about the ATO’s style 

of working with the community, especially in terms of acting on community suggestions.  A large 

minority believes the ATO is not concerned about service.  Over half think the ATO has too much 

power.  These views have also changed little since September 2009. 

Perceptions of how the ATO manages compliance 

There is almost universal support among those with an opinion for dealing strongly with people and 

businesses who deliberately avoid paying tax; about half of taxpayers believe there should be more 

deterrents in place to stop people cheating the system.   

Australians see the ATO as being only somewhat effective in managing non-compliance.   Perceived 

effectiveness is lowest for issues relating to large companies, international tax havens and tax 

avoidance schemes. 

Perceptions of how the ATO provides service 

Apart from lodging an income tax return and receiving a tax assessment, only a small minority had any 

dealings with the ATO in the 12 months to March 2013.  Among those who had a service episode, 

there has been little discernible change, over time, in service satisfaction, and most taxpayers feel the 

quality of service is much the same as always.  Where there is perceived change, however, this tends 

to be in a positive direction.        

Lodging income tax returns, even where the taxpayer does this without the help of a tax professional, 

is generally non-problematic; satisfaction is very high, for example, with e-tax. 

When there is a service episode, staff are generally seen as being courteous and professional.  

Written communications are positively assessed in terms of relevance and accuracy.  Where the 

system works relatively less well, in the eyes of taxpayers, is in terms of getting simple, clear answers 

from knowledgeable staff.  For example, those dealing with the ATO over the telephone are most 

positive about the staff member’s courteousness, and least positive about their knowledge levels. 

Service Commitments 

Over half of taxpayers with an opinion agree with all 10 Service Commitment indicators and up to one 

in five disagree.  There is little differentiation in overall performance between the Service Commitment 

summary indices, with average score on a 1-5 scale being in the range of 3.4 to 3.6.  Service 

Commitment 5 (Professional) is the strongest performing, and Service Commitment 3 (Timely) is the 

weakest performing. 
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Perceptions of environmental impact 

About three-quarters of Australians believe that it is at least somewhat important that the ATO is an 

environmentally friendly organisation, including one-third who think this is “very” important.  Women 

and older people are more likely to consider this to be important. 

Taxpayer confidence  

A substantial minority (over one-third) of taxpayers are confused about taxation matters and lack 

confidence.  There has been little change in this since first measured in September 2009. 

Perceptions of equity in the tax system 

There is close to universal agreement among taxpayers that it is important that everyone pays their 

fair share of tax, that it is their duty to meet tax obligations, that they are paying their own fair share, 

and that their submitted income tax returns are correct.  Over eight in ten also believe it is unfair to 

use cash to avoid paying tax.  However, around half of Australians believe that most [other] people try 

to avoid paying their fair share. 

Compliance behaviour 

Despite the value placed on equity and fairness by taxpayers, one third feel it is acceptable to pay 

cash if it makes products or services cheaper.  Almost one in five believe that it is acceptable to 

overstate deductions in a tax return or BAS.  One in ten acknowledges claiming deductions on their tax 

return that they are not entitled to.  These data suggest that there continues to be a ‘social norm’ of 

tax avoidance for a minority of Australians.  There has been little change in reported compliance 

behaviour across the 15 quarters of the CPS. 
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2. Key Findings 
 

 

2.1. Introduction 

The overall aim of the Community Perceptions Survey (CPS) is to monitor individual taxpayers’ 

perceptions of the Australian Taxation Office (ATO) and its administration of the tax system. The 

fifteenth CPS is based on an online survey conducted nationally in March 2013 among a sample of 

998 Australians aged 18 years and older. 

 

2.2. Findings 

2.2.1. ATO reputation 

Taxpayers have a positive perception of the ATO overall.  Eighty four percent of Australians with an 

opinion agree that overall the ATO is doing a good job and 85% agree that they are confident in the 

ATO’s administration of the Australian tax system.  Similarly high scores are given to all ATO “brand 

attributes” measured, including perceived accountability, integrity, fairness and professionalism.   

There has been little change on these indicators since they were first measured in September 2009. 

 

Figure 1. Overall performance  

 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Sep-09 Dec-09 Mar-10 Jun-10 Sep-10 Dec-10 Mar-11 Jun-11 Sep-11 Dec-11 Mar-12 Jun-12 Sep-12 Dec-12 Mar-13

%
 n

e
tt

 a
gr

e
e

Q27. Doing a good job overall Q121. Confident in administration of system



 

 CPS March 2013 Report  

 

 

Table 1:  ATO reputation 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q27. Overall, I think the ATO is doing a good job 80% 83% 84% 83% 84% 

Q121. I am confident with the ATO's administration of 

the Australian tax system 
87% 84% 89% 86% 85% 

Q36. The ATO acts with integrity 88% 85% 89% 89% 89% 

Q37. The ATO is accountable for what it does 82% 79% 84% 83% 83% 

Q38. The ATO applies the tax law with certainty and 

consistency 
80% 79% 81% 81% 79% 

Q39. The ATO is fair and professional in how it 

administers the tax system 
80% 80% 83% 80% 81% 

Sample sizes (n=) 746-814 1506-1648 764-846 385-858 376-858 

Q27: You are now going to see a series of statements about the ATO. Please think about the ATO as an organisation overall. For each 

statement, please select the degree to which you agree or disagree - ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q36-39: For each statement, please indicate if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q121: For the following statement, please select whether you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base (Q27, 121): All respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Base (Q36-39):  Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Please note: A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to these questions in March 2013: 21% said “don’t know” 

to “The ATO applies tax law with consistency”, 24% to “The ATO acts with integrity”, 21% to “The ATO is accountable”, 20% to 

“The ATO is fair”, 14% to “I am confident”, and 16% to “Overall the ATO is doing a good job”.  “Don’t know” is excluded from 

the base when calculating the estimates shown in this report. 

 

Despite these positive overall perceptions, there are some concerns about how the ATO administers 

the law and works with the community.  Taxpayers are only moderately positive about the ATO’s style 

of working with the community, especially in terms of acting on community suggestions.  A large 

minority of about two fifths believes the ATO is not concerned about service and would feel 

uncomfortable asking the ATO for help.   Three quarters of Australians with an opinion feel that the 

ATO spends too much time “clamping down on ordinary people and letting the real tax cheats get 

away”; and over half feel that the ATO has too much power over taxpayers.  Again, there has been little 

change on these indicators over time. 
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Table 2:  Administering the law and working with the community 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q40. The ATO supports taxpayers who want to do the 

right thing 
89% 86% 89% 88% 88% 

Q32. The ATO looks for new ways of doing things to help 

tax payers 
73% 68% 76% 72% 72% 

Q26. The ATO spends too much time clamping down on 

ordinary people and lets the real tax cheats get away 
76% 78% 76% 75% 77% 

Q33. I believe the ATO acts on community suggestions 

to improve the way the system is run 
56% 52% 61% 60% 62% 

Q24. The ATO has too much power over taxpayers 56% 57% 53% 55% 53% 

Q20. The ATO is not concerned about service, only about 

collecting taxes 
48% 51% 44% 45% 46% 

Q18. I don’t feel comfortable asking the ATO when I 

need help with my tax problems 
41% 42% 41% 42% 40% 

Sample size (n=) 552-862 1226-1706 629-851 326-861 307-875 

Q18, 20: You will now see a series of statements that people have made about the service provided by the ATO. For each statement, please 

select the degree to which you agree or disagree. 

Q24, 26: You are now going to see a series of statements about the ATO. Please think about the ATO as an organisation overall. For each 

statement, please select the degree to which you agree or disagree - ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q32, 33, 40: For each statement, please indicate if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’.  

Base (Q18,20,24,26):  All respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Base (Q32,33,40): Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Please note: A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to these questions in March 2013:  38% to “I believe the 

ATO acts on community suggestions to improve the way the system is run”, 31% to “The ATO looks for new ways of doing 

things to help taxpayers”, 21% to “The ATO has too much power over taxpayers”, 20% to “The ATO spends too much time 

clamping down on ordinary people and lets the real tax cheats get away”, 18% to “The ATO is not concerned about service, 

only about collecting taxes”, 16% to “The ATO supports taxpayers who want to do the right thing”, and 12% to “I don’t feel 

comfortable asking the ATO for help”.     “Don’t know” is excluded from the base when calculating the estimates shown in 

this report. 
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2.2.2. Managing tax avoidance 

There is almost universal support among those with an opinion for dealing strongly with people and 

businesses who deliberately avoid paying tax (97%); however, only 53% agree that there are currently 

enough deterrents in place to stop people cheating the system.   

In terms of managing non-compliance, Australians see the ATO as being only moderately effective.   

Perceived effectiveness is lowest for issues relating to large companies, international tax havens and 

tax avoidance schemes. 

 

Figure 2. ATO effectiveness in making sure large companies pay fair share of tax  
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Table 3:  Managing tax avoidance 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q81. It is important that the ATO deals strongly with 

people and businesses deliberately avoiding paying 

tax, in order for the system to be fair 
94% 97% 97% 95% 97% 

Q28. The ATO clamps down hard on those who try to 

avoid paying the correct amount of tax 
78% 77% 81% 81% 79% 

Q78. The ATO is effective in dealing with people and 

businesses that have deliberately avoided paying 

large amounts of tax 
59% 64% 65% 69% 64% 

Q76.  The ATO is effective in dealing with people who do 

not declare all their cash earnings 
61% 61% 61% 61% 63% 

Q83d.  The ATO is effective in making sure large 

companies pay their share of tax 
47% 48% 56% 56% 46% 

Q102.  There are enough deterrents in place to stop 

people ‘cheating the tax system’ 
52% 51% 53% 54% 53% 

Q83e. The ATO is effective preventing tax avoidance by 

large companies 
42% 44% 50% 53% 41% 

Q82. The ATO is effective in stopping people and 

businesses using international tax havens to avoid 

paying tax 
42% 50% 51% 52% 56% 

Sample size (n=) 321-339 642-667 296-304 305-449 282-436 

Q28: For each statement, please indicate if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q78, 81, 82: The next few statements are about a range of issues the ATO has to manage.   For each statement, please select if you 

‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’.  

Q83d, 83e: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about the administration of the tax system for large 

companies. For each statement, please select whether you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q76, 102:  You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about complying with tax obligations. Some statements 

are about the cash economy, that is, where income is received in cash and not declared for tax purposes. For each statement, please select 

if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base (83d,83e):  Rotation 2 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Base (Q28, Q81, Q76, Q78, Q82, Q102):  Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Please note: A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” these questions in March 2013: 44% to “The ATO is 

effective in dealing with people who do not declare all their cash earnings”, 40% to “The ATO is effective in stopping people 

and businesses using international tax havens to avoid paying tax”, 35% to “To ATO is effective in preventing tax avoidance 

by large companies”, 33% to “The ATO is effective in making sure large companies pay their fair share”,  38% to “The ATO is 

effective in dealing with people and businesses that have deliberately avoided paying large amounts of tax”, 28% to “There 

are enough deterrents in place to stop people ‘cheating the tax system’”, 23% to “The ATO clamps down hard on those who 

try to avoid paying the correct amount of tax”, and 12% to “It is important the ATO deals strongly”.  “Don’t know” is excluded 

from the base when calculating the estimates shown in this report. 
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2.2.3. Taxpayer engagement with the tax system 

Australians have generally positive and accepting attitudes towards the tax system but are less certain 

about how equitable it is; further, a substantial minority lack confidence about their role in it.  There is 

also an inconsistency between how Australians say the system should work (with fairness and 

integrity), and how some actually behave. 

While 90% say they are confident that their lodged tax return is filled out correctly, between one third 

and two fifths say that they feel very confused about taxation matters, that their tax affairs are 

complex, and that they sometimes worry the ATO will audit them.  There has been little change on 

these indicators since first measured in September 2009. 

Figure 3. I feel comfortable and confident dealing with the tax system  

 

 

Table 4:  Engagement with the tax system 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q9. When my return is lodged, I am confident that it has 

been filled out correctly 
92% 90% 92% 90% 90% 

Q1. I have a good understanding of my tax obligations 79% 81% 83% 82% 83% 

Q4. I am engaged in my tax affairs 74% 77% 75% 75% 76% 

Q2. I feel comfortable and confident in dealing with the 

tax system 
68% 68% 69% 70% 69% 

Q5. I feel very confused about taxation matters 40% 41% 39% 41% 39% 

Q3. My personal tax affairs are complex 38% 34% 31% 33% 33% 

Q10. I sometimes worry that the ATO will audit me 33% 35% 32% 31% 31% 

Sample size (n=) 913-952 1811-1883 924-964 915-944 931-962 

Q1, 2, 3, 4: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about tax and the tax system. For each statement, 

please select if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q5, 9, 10: For each statement, please select if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base:  All respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 
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Engagement in the tax system is dependent on the extent to which the tax system is seen to be fair, 

based on rules that are reasonable, and made up of taxpayers who are willing to participate by those 

rules.  Over 90% believe it is important everyone pays their fair share of tax, that it is their duty to 

meet tax obligations, that they are paying their own fair share, and that their submitted income tax 

returns are correct.  However, over half of Australians believe that most [other] people try to avoid 

paying their fair share.  

Table 5:  Beliefs about tax compliance 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q14. I think it is important that everyone pays their fair 

share of tax 
97% 97% 97% 96% 98% 

Q103.  It is my duty to the wider community to meet my 

tax obligations 
95% 96% 96% 96% 95% 

Q15. I am confident that I am paying my correct share of 

tax 
96% 96% 95% 95% 96% 

Q13. Most people try to avoid paying their fair share of 

tax 
53% 54% 55% 57% 55% 

Sample size (n=) 501-969 951-1924 475-984 471-976 478-978 

Q13, 14, 15: The following statements are about taxes that are paid. For each statement, please select the degree to which you agree or 

disagree…. ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base:  All respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Q103:  You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about paying their taxes. For each statement, please select if 

you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base:  All Rotation 2 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Please note: A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to one of these questions in March 2013: 14% said “don’t 

know” to “Most people try to avoid paying their fair share of tax”. “Don’t know” is excluded from the base when calculating 

the estimates shown in this report. 

 

 

2.2.4. Compliance 

Almost one in five believe that it is acceptable to overstate deductions in a tax return or BAS, 

suggesting that there continues to be a ‘social norm’ of tax avoidance for a minority of Australian 

society.  One in ten openly acknowledge claiming deductions they are not entitled to, though only 2% 

indicate that they do not always declare all their income, suggesting that taxpayers may be more 

willing to push the boundaries around deductions than around income.  This is reinforced when 

exploring attitudes towards the cash economy.  Eighty two percent believe it is unfair to use cash to 

avoid paying tax, but 33% still feel it is acceptable to pay cash if it makes products or services 

cheaper.  There has been little change over the 15 quarters of the CPS on most these measures, 

although the proportion who agree that “it is okay to pay cash without being issued a receipt if it 

makes it cheaper” is gradually (non-significantly) trending upwards. 
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Table 6:  The cash economy and tax compliance behaviour 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q106.  I always honestly declare all my income 99% 98% 97% 98% 98% 

Q73.  It is unfair to use cash to avoid paying tax 76% 82% 82% 80% 82% 

Q101.  It’s ok to pay cash for goods/services without 

being issued a receipt if it makes it cheaper 
33% 32% 35% 37% 33% 

Q100.   It’s acceptable to overstate deductions on a tax 

return or a Business Activity Statement 
12% 15% 17% 17% 17% 

Q107.  I sometimes claim deductions for costs I have 

not incurred 
8% 10% 11% 11% 11% 

Sample size (n=) 385-511 398-968 410-491 420-481 401-491 

Q73,100,101: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about complying with tax obligations. Some 

statements are about the cash economy, that is, where income is received in cash and not declared for tax purposes. For each statement, 

please select if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q106, 107: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about paying their taxes. For each statement, please 

select if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base (Q100, Q73, Q101)):  All Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Base (Q106, Q107):  All Rotation 2 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Please note: A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to some of these questions in March 2013: 19% to “It’s ok 

to pay cash for goods/services without being issued a receipt if it makes it cheaper”, 15% to “It’s acceptable to overstate 

deductions”, and 12% to “It is unfair to use cash to avoid paying tax”.  “Don’t know” is excluded from the base when 

calculating the estimates shown in this report. 

 

2.2.5. ATO service provision 

There has been little discernible change, over time, in service satisfaction, and most taxpayers feel the 

quality of service is much the same as always.  Where there is perceived change, however, this tends 

to be in a positive direction.  When asked directly about change, the majority of respondents (58%) in 

March 2013 said the quality of the ATO’s service had “stayed the same” over the last 12 months.  

Among those who felt there had been a change in service quality, most (35%) felt it had got better.  

Very few (7%) felt it had got worse. 

Lodging income tax returns, even where the taxpayer does this without the help of a tax professional, 

is generally non-problematic; satisfaction is very high, for example, with e-tax. 

Apart from lodging an income tax return and receiving a tax assessment, only a small minority (18%) 

had any dealings with the ATO in the 12 months to March 2013.   When there is a service episode, 

staff are generally seen as being courteous and professional.  Written communications are positively 

assessed in terms of relevance and accuracy. 

Where the system works relatively less well, in the eyes of taxpayers, is in terms of getting simple, 

clear answers from knowledgeable staff.  For example, those dealing with the ATO over the telephone 

are most positive about the staff member’s courteousness, and least positive about their ability to 

answer queries. 
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Table 7:  Assessments of telephone contact 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q71a. The ATO representative was polite and courteous 85% 77% 85% 76% 85% 

Q71b. The ATO representative provided a clear explanation as to why 

they were calling 
* 65% * * 82% 

Q71d. The ATO representative spent enough time with me 73% 73% 77% 76% 78% 

Q71f. The ATO representative was easy to understand 75% 80% 70% 67% 78% 

Q71g. The ATO representative was knowledgeable 57% 68% 64% 67% 72% 

Q71c. The ATO representative was understanding towards my 

personal circumstances 
56% 57% 68% 65% 65% 

Q71h. The ATO representative was able to answer my query without 

having to transfer me to someone else 
59% 54% 57% 60% 64% 

Sample sizes (n=) 57-60 37-110 62-62 66-67 224-227 

Q71a, c, d, f, g, and h:  You will now see some statements other people have made about the telephone contact that they had with the ATO. 

Could you please select whether you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘neither agree nor disagree’, ‘disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree’ with the following 

statements. 

Base:  Respondents who contacted or were contacted by the ATO via telephone, apart from sending or receiving their income tax return, 

including service boost and excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

 

The CPS suggests that improving ATO service is not about providing more information and tools (they 

already think they have enough).  Instead the emphasis appears to be on improving staff expertise. 

 

2.2.6. Service Commitments 

Agreement with Service Commitment indicators range from 51% agree (20% disagree) with ‘The ATO 

lets me know of status or delays’ to 73% agree (8% disagree) with ‘The ATO treats me respectfully and 

courteously’ (among those with an opinion). 

There is little differentiation in overall performance between the Service Commitment summary 

indices, with average score on a 1-5 scale being in the range of 3.4 to 3.6.  Service Commitment 5 

(Professional) is the strongest performing, and Service Commitment 3 (Timely) is the weakest 

performing. 

There is also little differentiation between the Service Commitments in explaining overall reputation 

and confidence in the ATO.  All Service Commitments are moderately to moderately strongly correlated 

with reputation and confidence; that is, all can be considered important drivers. 

There are few demographic differences in Service Commitment scores.  One exception was return 

preparation: those who prepared their income tax returns themselves were more likely to agree with a 

number of the specific indicators. 

 

2.2.7. Environmental impact 

The majority of Australians (73%) believe that it is at least “somewhat” important that the ATO is an 

environmentally friendly organisation, including 33% who think this is “very” important.  Women and 

older people are more likely to consider this to be important. 
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3. Introduction 
 

 

3.1. The CPS 

The overall aim of the Community and Micro Perceptions Surveys is to monitor individual taxpayers’ 

and micro enterprises’ perceptions of the Australian Taxation Office (ATO) and its administration of the 

tax system.  Both surveys are conducted in parallel four times a year. 

This document contains data from the fifteenth Community Perceptions Survey (CPS) conducted in 

March 2013.  The Micro Perceptions Survey (MPS) is reported separately. 

The scope of the CPS is all Australians aged 18 years or older.  Interviews were conducted online 

using four online panels.   In total, 1,136 questionnaires were completed in March 2013.  Please 

contact the Corporate Research Centre for more methodological information. 

 

3.2. Survey context 

The ATO is the principal revenue collection agency of the Australian Government.  Its vision is that 

Australians value their tax and superannuation systems as community assets, where willing 

participation is recognised as good citizenship.  The ATO’s desired outcome is confidence in the 

administration of aspects of Australia’s tax and superannuation systems through helping people 

understand their rights and obligations, improving ease of compliance and access to benefits, and 

managing non-compliance with the law. 

 Five strategic themes support this vision: 

1. Encourage: People support and understand the benefits of participation – they are engaged 

and willingly participate.  

2. Support: Help and assist people to understand their rights and responsibilities so they are able 

to fulfil their obligations easily at minimum cost.  

3. Protect:  Protect people and the community by deterring, detecting and dealing with those who 

have not complied.  

4. Enhance: Be passionate about improving capabilities to be more innovative, agile and 

responsive to challenges and opportunities.  

5. Champion: Champion the interests of both individual taxpayers and the community, advising 

government on ways to improve the operation of Australia’s tax and superannuation systems. 

The CPS provides information about satisfaction with ATO performance (both overall and in terms of 

specific service provision), as well as perceptions of the ATO’s performance in encouraging, 

supporting, and protecting taxpayers and enhancing the tax system in Australia.      
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3.3. Interpretive notes 

The data collection method for the Community Perceptions Survey (CPS) was online self-completion. 

The fieldwork period for the March 2013 quarter was 12 to 26 March.  A total of 1,136 questionnaires 

were completed, which was composed of 998 ‘national sample’ questionnaires and a ‘service 

oversample’ of 138 people who had contact with the ATO in the 12 months to March 2013.   

Average completion length for the main survey was 16 minutes. 

Data was weighted to reflect the adult Australian population profile from the 2011 Australian Census. 

When weighted, the sample represents 16,472,000 Australian adults.  In March 2013, two separate 

weights were calculated: a national weight used for most national estimates, and a service weight for 

use with all ‘service’ questions asked only of those who had contact with the ATO in the 12 months to 

March 2013. 

The overall response rate for the March CPS was 11%. 

The survey was conducted among a sample of online panellists.  Although every effort has been made 

to ensure the sample resembles the population of interest (in this case, the Australian general 

population) on key characteristics, an online survey cannot guarantee that panellists in general are 

perfectly representative of the wider population. 

Differences between groups noted in this report have been tested for statistical significance and are 

“statistically significant” at the 95% confidence level unless otherwise indicated.  However, concepts 

such as margins of error and confidence intervals are not strictly applicable given the non-probability 

method of sampling.  They are used in relation to the CPS for illustrative purposes only. 

Sample sizes are shown at the bottom of each table / chart and are for the unweighted sample. 

In order to accommodate a large number of different questions, the CPS employs “rotation” of certain 

questions in each wave.  A random sample comprised of one half of respondents is asked “Rotation 

1” questions, and the balance of the sample is asked “Rotation 2” questions.  All base descriptions in 

this report involving rotated questions refer to the March 2013 questionnaire instructions.  For 

rotation instructions in previous quarters (which may or may not be the same as March 2013), please 

apply to the Corporate Research Centre. 

Most of the questions in the CPS survey are agree/disagree format questions with no middle category.  

As a general guideline when analysing these questions in this report: 

 “strong agreement” equates to 85% or higher nett agreement (strongly agree + agree) 

 “moderately strong agreement” equates to 75% to 84% nett agreement 

 “moderate agreement” equates to 55% to 74% nett agreement 

 “divided” refers to 45% to 54% nett agreement 

 “moderate disagreement” equates to 25% to 44% nett agreement (or 66% to 75%  nett 

disagreement) 

 “moderately strong disagreement” equates to 15% to 24% nett agreement (or 76% to 85% 

nett disagreement) 

 “strong disagreement” equates to less than 15% nett agreement (or more than 85% nett 

disagreement) 
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“Don’t know” responses are excluded from the base for all agree/disagree questions.  The percentage 

of respondents saying “don’t know” to a particular question is reported below the relevant table/figure 

where it is greater than 10%. 

A number of questions were asked of a sub-base of the total respondents, either because the 

question was rotated or because the question was only relevant to respondents who had had a 

particular experience.  Results are generally not shown where the sample size was less than 30. 

This report does not show the results for all questions asked in the March 2013 wave of the CPS.  For 

the full range of questions, please refer to the March 2013 Questionnaire, which is available from the 

Corporate Research Centre upon request.  Additional data can be obtained from the Corporate 

Research Centre upon request. 

Responses to open-ended questions were not content analysed or coded by Newspoll.  Verbatim 

responses to open-ended questions are available from the Corporate Research Centre upon request. 

Percentages are generally rounded to whole numbers.  Some percentages may not add to 100 

percent due to rounding.  Where nett results (e.g. nett agreement) are reported, the percentages in 

the text may differ by 1% from the simple added up percentages in the chart.  This is due to rounding. 

Unit record data is also available in SPSS format.  Please contact the Corporate Research Centre for 

more information. 
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4. ATO working with taxpayers 
 

 
  

Summary 

 

Taxpayers have a strongly positive perception of the ATO overall.  Eighty four percent of Australians 

with an opinion agree that “overall the ATO is doing a good job” and 85% agree that they are 

“confident in the ATO’s administration of the Australian tax system”.  Similarly high scores are given 

to all “brand attributes” measured, including accountability, integrity, fairness and professionalism.   

Despite these positive overall perceptions, there are concerns about how the ATO administers the 

law and works with the community. 

Taxpayers are only moderately positive about the ATO’s ‘style’ of working with the community, 

especially acting on community suggestions.  Nearly half (46%) believe the ATO is not concerned 

about service and two in five (40%) would feel uncomfortable asking the ATO for help.   

Three quarters of Australians feel that the ATO spends too much time “clamping down on ordinary 

people and letting the real tax cheats get away”; and half feel that that ATO has too much power 

over taxpayers.   

There is almost universal support for dealing strongly with people and businesses who deliberately 

avoid paying tax (97%); however, only 53% agree that there are enough deterrents in place to stop 

people cheating the system.   

In terms of managing non-compliance, Australians see the ATO as being only moderately effective.   

Perceived effectiveness is greatest for dealing with people who have sought large refunds to which 

they are not entitled (77% describe the ATO as effective) and lowest for issues relating to large 

companies (41% to 46% effective), tax avoidance schemes (50% effective) and international tax 

havens (56% effective).  
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4.1. ATO reputation 

This section examines taxpayers’ perceptions of the ATO’s overall performance, including its 

reputation across a number of brand attributes. 

Overall, taxpayers have a strongly positive perception of the ATO.  Over eight in ten Australians with an 

opinion agreed that “overall the ATO is doing a good job” (84%) and 85% agreed they are “confident in 

the ATO’s administration of the Australian tax system”.  There has been little change in these 

measures across the fifteen waves of the CPS. 

 

Figure 4. Overall performance  

 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q27. Overall, I think the ATO is doing a good job 80% 83% 84% 83% 84% 

Q121. I am confident with the ATO's administration of 

the Australian tax system 
87% 84% 89% 86% 85% 

Sample sizes (n=) 789-814 1626-1648 833-846 836-858 838-858 

Q27: You are now going to see a series of statements about the ATO. Please think about the ATO as an organisation overall. For each 

statement, please select the degree to which you agree or disagree - ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q121: For the following statement, please select whether you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base:  All respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to these questions in March 2013:  14% “I am confident with ATO’s 

administration” and 16% “Overall, the ATO is doing a good job”.  “Don’t know” is excluded from the base when calculating the estimates 

shown in this report. 

 

Similar proportions (79% or more of those with an opinion) agreed with positive statements about the 

ATO’s integrity, accountability, consistency, professionalism, fairness and respect for taxpayer privacy.  

Among those with an opinion, almost nine in ten agreed that the ATO acts with integrity (89%). 

Respondents were slightly less likely to agree that the ATO respects privacy (86%), is accountable 

(83%), fair (81%) and applies the law with certainty and consistency (79%), although the vast majority 
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also agreed with this.  There has been little change on these measures since first measured in 

September 2009. 

 

Figure 5. Brand attributes 

 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q36. The ATO acts with integrity 88% 85% 89% 89% 89% 

Q34. The ATO respects taxpayers’ privacy 88% 85% 88% 84% 86% 

Q37. The ATO is accountable for what it does 82% 79% 84% 83% 83% 

Q38. The ATO applies the tax law with certainty and 

consistency 
80% 79% 81% 81% 79% 

Q39. The ATO is fair and professional in how it 

administers the tax system 
80% 80% 83% 80% 81% 

Sample sizes (n=) 746-794 1506-1603 764-810 385-417 376-404 

Q34, 36-39: For each statement, please indicate if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base:  All Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note: A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to these questions in March 2013:  21% “The ATO applies tax law with 

consistency”, 24% “The ATO acts with integrity”, 21% “The ATO is accountable”, 18% “The ATO respects privacy”, and 20% “The ATO is fair”.  

“Don’t know” is excluded from the base when calculating the estimates shown in this report. 
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4.2. Administering the law 

This section explores whether taxpayers believe the ATO administers the law fairly and exercises its 

power reasonably. 

Half of Australians (53%) agreed that “the ATO has too much power over taxpayers” and 77% believe 

that the ATO “spends too much time clamping down on ordinary people and lets the real tax cheats 

get away”.  This is offset by 84% who are aware that they do “have certain rights if they have a 

problem with the ATO”, and 93% who expect “the ATO will keep the information they have on taxpayers 

confidential”.  Views have remained fairly steady across the 15 quarters of the CPS. 

 

Figure 6. Exercising power 

 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q35. The ATO will keep the information they have on 

taxpayers confidential 
93% 89% 91% 91% 93% 

Q25. I am aware that I have certain rights if I have a 

problem with the ATO 
82% 82% 83% 83% 84% 

Q26. The ATO spends too much time clamping down on 

ordinary people and lets the real tax cheats get away 
76% 78% 76% 75% 77% 

Q24. The ATO has too much power over taxpayers 56% 57% 53% 55% 53% 

Sample sizes (n=) 748-822 1548-1691 799-859 410-869 386-848 

Q24, 25, 26: You are now going to see a series of statements about the ATO. Please think about the ATO as an organisation overall. For each 

statement, please select the degree to which you agree or disagree - ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q35: For each statement, please indicate if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base (Q24, Q25, Q26):  All respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Base (Q35):  All Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to these questions in March 2013:  21% “The ATO has too much power”, 20% 

“The ATO spends too much time clamping down”, 22% “The ATO will keep information confidential” and 15% “I am aware I have certain 

rights”.     “Don’t know” is excluded from the base when calculating the estimates shown in this report. 
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4.3. Listening and communicating 

This section explores taxpayers’ beliefs about how well the ATO listens and communicates to micro 

businesses. 

Australians generally hold moderately positive views about the ATO’s ‘style’ of working with them and 

the community.  Four in five believe that the “ATO listens to and responds to complaints” (80%) and 

three quarters that “the ATO looks for new ways of doing things to help tax payers” (72%), and an even 

larger proportion (88%) agreed that the ATO “supports those who want to do the right thing”.  

However, only 69% agreed that “the ATO takes into account my circumstances when making 

decisions” and even fewer (62%) felt that “the ATO acts on community suggestions to improve the way 

the system is run”.   

There has been little significant change over the 15 quarters of the CPS.  The proportion who agreed 

that the ATO acts on community suggestions has fluctuated but gradually increased since a low in 

December 2009 and March 2010. 

 

Figure 7. Listening and communicating 
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% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q40. The ATO supports taxpayers who want to do the right 

thing 
89% 86% 89% 88% 88% 

Q30. The ATO listens to and responds to complaints 74% 72% 81% 80% 80% 

Q32. The ATO looks for new ways of doing things to help 

tax payers 
73% 68% 76% 72% 72% 

Q31. The ATO takes into account my circumstances when 

making decisions 
64% 63% 70% 70% 69% 

Q33. I believe the ATO acts on community suggestions to 

improve the way the system is run 
56% 52% 61% 60% 62% 

Sample sizes (n=) 552-820 1226-1665 608-825 326-420 307-415 

Q30-33,40: For each statement, please indicate if ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’.  

Base:  All Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to these questions in March 2013:  38% “ATO acts on suggestions”, 38% “ATO 

responds to complaints”, 31% “ATO looks for new ways”, 31% “ATO takes into account my circumstances” and 16% “ATO supports 

taxpayers”.     “Don’t know” is excluded from the base when calculating the estimates shown in this report. 
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4.4. Providing services 

This section explores the extent to which micro businesses believe the ATO is concerned with 

providing good service to taxpayers. 

The vast majority of Australians (87% in March 2013) believe that “the ATO offers service and 

assistance to help taxpayers understand and meet their tax obligations”.   

However, a large minority (46% in March 2013) agreed that “the ATO is not concerned about service, 

only about collecting taxes”.  Agreement with this has ranged from 42% to 51% across the 15 quarters 

of the CPS. 

Two in five Australians (40%) agreed that they feel uncomfortable asking the ATO for help with tax 

problems.  This view has changed little since it was first measured in September 2009 (39%). 

 

Figure 8. Service culture 

 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q22. The ATO offers service and assistance to help 

taxpayers understand and meet their tax obligations 
85% 84% 89% 86% 87% 

Q20. The ATO is not concerned about service, only about 

collecting taxes 
48% 51% 44% 45% 46% 

Q18. I don’t feel comfortable asking the ATO when I 

need help with my tax problems 
41% 42% 41% 42% 40% 

Sample sizes (n=) 774-862 1571-1706 805-851 820-861 818-875 

Q18, 20, 22: You will now see a series of statements that people have made about the service provided by the ATO. For each statement, 

please select the degree to which you agree or disagree. 

Base:  All respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to these questions in March 2013:  18% “ATO is not concerned about service”, 

18% “ATO offers service and assistance” and 12% “I don’t feel comfortable”.     “Don’t know” is excluded from the base when calculating the 

estimates shown in this report. 
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4.5. Managing non-compliance 

This section explores how well the ATO is managing non-compliance, from the community perspective.  

This includes perceptions of the ATO’s effectiveness in dealing with the cash economy and large 

company tax avoidance. 

4.5.1. Managing tax avoidance 

Australians very strongly believe that “it is important that the ATO deals strongly with people and 

businesses deliberately avoiding paying tax, in order for the system to be fair”; 97% agreed with this 

statement in March 2013.   

There was also a moderately strong sense that this desire is acted upon, with 79% who agreed that 

“the ATO clamps down hard on those who try to avoid paying the correct amount of tax”. 

However, less than half (45%) agreed that the ATO was “keeping the community informed about their 

efforts to stop tax avoidance schemes”. 

There has been little change on these measures over time. 

 

Figure 9. Managing tax avoidance 
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% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q81. It is important that the ATO deals strongly with people and 

businesses deliberately avoiding paying tax, in order for the 

system to be fair 
94% 97% 97% 95% 97% 

Q28. The ATO clamps down hard on those who try to avoid 

paying the correct amount of tax 
78% 77% 81% 81% 79% 

Q154. The ATO is keeping the community informed about their 

efforts to stop tax avoidance schemes 
39% 42% 45% 46% 45% 

Sample sizes (n=) 367-771 689-1545 336-797 347-449 365-436 

Q81: The next few statements are about a range of issues the ATO has to manage. For each statement, please select if you ‘strongly agree’, 

‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’ 

Q28: For each statement, please indicate if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q154: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about tax avoidance schemes. For each statement, please 

select whether you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base (Q28, Q81):  All Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Base (Q154):  All Rotation 2 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to some of these questions in March 2013:  12% “Important ATO deals strongly 

with those who avoid tax; 27% “ATO is keeping the community informed” and 23% “ATO clamps down hard”.     “Don’t know” is excluded 

from the base when calculating the estimates shown in this report. 

 

 

Australians see the ATO as being moderately effective in managing non-compliance.  Majorities 

believe the ATO is effective in dealing with people and businesses who have sought to obtain large 

refunds they are not entitled to (77%), those who have deliberately avoided paying large amounts of 

tax (64%) and those who do not declare all their cash earnings (63%); and these are the areas where 

the ATO is seen as most effective. 

Over half of those with an opinion believe the ATO is effective in stopping the use of international tax 

havens (56%), and half agreed the ATO is effective in stopping tax avoidance schemes (50%). 
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Figure 10. Effectiveness of the ATO in managing non-compliance 

 

The ATO is effective in…(% nett agree (strongly agree + agree)) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q79. … dealing with people and businesses who have sought to 

obtain large refunds to which they were not entitled 
69% 69% 73% 75% 77% 

Q78. ... dealing with people and businesses that have deliberately 

avoided paying large amounts of tax 
59% 64% 65% 69% 64% 

Q76.  … dealing with people who do not declare all their cash 

earnings 
61% 61% 61% 61% 63% 

Q155. … stopping people and businesses using tax avoidance 

schemes 
50% 50% 58% 55% 50% 

Q82. … stopping people and businesses using international tax 

havens to avoid paying tax 
42% 50% 51% 52% 56% 

Sample sizes (n=) 246-319 509-610 257-318 285-335 277-332 

Q78, 79, 82: The next few statements are about a range of issues the ATO has to manage. For each statement, please select if you ‘strongly 

agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’.  

Q155: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about tax avoidance schemes. For each statement, please 

select whether you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q76: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about complying with tax obligations. Some statements are 

about the cash economy, that is, where income is received in cash and not declared for tax purposes. For each statement, please select if 

you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base (Q76, Q78, Q79, Q82):  All Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Base (155):  All Rotation 2 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  A very high proportion of respondents (between 34% and 44%) said “don’t know” to these questions in March 2013.   “Don’t know” is 

excluded from the base when calculating the estimates shown in this report. 
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4.5.2. Managing large company compliance 

In March 2013, just under half (46%) of Australians agreed that “the ATO is effective in making sure 

large companies pay their share of tax”. The overall trend had been a gradual increase in agreement, 

but there has also been a great deal of volatility on this measure, including a decline in agreement in 

March 2013. 

The pattern is similar for the statement “the ATO is effective in preventing tax avoidance by large 

companies”.  Agreement with this stood at 41% in March 2013, compared to 53% in December 2012 

when it was at its highest level across the 15 quarters of the CPS. 

A similar proportion agree that they have heard about what the ATO is doing in making sure large 

companies pay their share of taxes (40% in March 2013).  This appears to be gradually trending 

upwards from a low of 24% in March 2010. 

 

Figure 11. Large companies 

 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q83D.   The ATO is effective in making sure large companies pay 

their share of tax 
47% 48% 56% 56% 46% 

Q83E.   The ATO is effective in preventing tax avoidance by large 

companies 
42% 44% 50% 53% 41% 

Q83A.   I have heard about what the ATO is doing in making sure 

large companies pay their share of taxes 
33% 43% 34% 39% 40% 

Sample sizes (n=) 321-340 627-667 296-339 310-323 330-341 

Q83a, 83d, 83e: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about the administration of the tax system for large 

companies. For each statement, please select whether you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base:  All Rotation 2 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to these questions in March 2013:  35% “ATO is effective – preventing tax 

avoidance”, 33% “ATO is effective – large companies pay their share” and 32% “Heard about what the ATO is doing”.     “Don’t know” is 

excluded from the base when calculating the estimates shown in this report. 
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4.5.3. Dealing with the cash economy 

Over time, the proportion agreeing that the ATO is effective in combating the cash economy has 

changed little.  March 2013 levels of agreement (63%) are at about the same level as in September 

2009 (55%).   About half (53%) believe there are enough deterrents in place to deal with people who 

attempt to cheat the tax system. 

Over time, there has been some (non-significant) volatility in agreement that the ATO is keeping the 

community informed about its efforts, although the proportion agreeing with this in March 2013 (51%) 

is much the same as in September 2009, when first measured (49%). 

 

Figure 12. ATO action on the cash economy 

 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q76.  The ATO is effective in dealing with people who do not declare 

all their cash earnings 
61% 61% 61% 61% 63% 

Q102.  There are enough deterrents in place to stop people 

‘cheating the tax system’ 
52% 51% 53% 54% 53% 

Q74.  Through various communications, the ATO is keeping the 

community informed about their efforts to stop 'cash in hand 

payments' 
48% 49% 48% 46% 51% 

Sample sizes (n=) 251-337 545-695 274-344 305-367 282-360 

Q74:  The next few statements are about a range of issues the ATO has to manage.  

For each statement, please select if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q76, 102:  You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about complying with tax obligations. Some statements 

are about the cash economy, that is, where income is received in cash and not declared for tax purposes. For each statement, please select 

if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base:  All Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  A very high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to these questions in March 2013:  44% “The ATO is effective in dealing with 

those who don’t declare”, 35% “The ATO is keeping the community informed” and 28% “There are enough deterrents in place”.     “Don’t 

know” is excluded from the base when calculating the estimates shown in this report. 
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5. Taxpayer engagement with the tax 

system 
 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

 

Australians have generally positive and accepting attitudes towards the tax system but are less 

certain about how equitable it is; further, a substantial minority lack confidence about their role in 

it.  There is also an inconsistency between how Australians say the system should work (with 

fairness and integrity), and how they actually behave. 

While 90% say they are confident that their lodged tax return is filled out correctly and nearly as 

many (87%) say that they know what information and records they need to keep, one third to two 

fifths say that they feel very confused about taxation matters, that their tax affairs are complex, 

and that they sometimes worry the ATO will audit them.   

Engagement in the tax system is dependent on the extent to which the tax system is seen to be 

fair, based on rules that are reasonable, and made up of taxpayers who are willing to participate by 

those rules. 

Over 90% believe it is important everyone pays their fair share of tax, that it is their duty to meet 

tax obligations, that they are paying their own fair share, and that their submitted returns are 

correct.   

However, over half of Australians believe that most [other] people try to avoid paying their fair 

share.  Almost one in five believe that it is acceptable to overstate deductions in a tax return or 

BAS, suggesting that there is a ‘social norm’ of tax avoidance in elements of Australian 

society.  This social norm tends to be more prevalent among younger Australians. 

This is reinforced when exploring attitudes towards the cash economy.  Eighty two percent believe 

it is unfair to use cash to avoid paying tax, but 33% still feel it is acceptable to pay cash if it makes 

products or services cheaper. 

One in ten openly acknowledge claiming deductions they are not entitled to, though only 2% 

indicate that they do not always declare all their income, suggesting that taxpayers may be more 

willing to push the boundaries around deductions than around income.   

While Australians are basically confident that they are playing their role as taxpayers sufficiently 

well, they do have some doubts as to whether this is true and some are quite consciously behaving 

in ways that are not compliant.   
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5.1. Knowledge and comfort 

This section covers taxpayers’ self-assessed knowledge levels about tax compliance, as well as their 

level of comfort, confidence and engagement. 

Overall, Australians are positive about performing their role as a taxpayer.  In March 2013, 83% 

agreed they “have a good understanding of their tax obligations”, 76% felt “engaged in their tax 

affairs” and 69% agreed that they “feel comfortable and confident in dealing with the tax system”.  

Ninety percent were confident their income tax return was filled out correctly when lodged. However, 

substantial minorities said that they “are very confused about tax matters” (39% agreed), that they 

“sometimes worry that the ATO will audit them” (31%) and that their “personal tax affairs are complex” 

(33%).  There has been little change on these indicators since first measured in September 2009. 

 

Figure 13. How it feels to be a taxpayer 
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% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q9. When my return is lodged, I am confident that it has 

been filled out correctly 
92% 90% 92% 90% 90% 

Q1. I have a good understanding of my tax obligations 79% 81% 83% 82% 83% 

Q4. I am engaged in my tax affairs 74% 77% 75% 75% 76% 

Q2. I feel comfortable and confident in dealing with the 

tax system 
68% 68% 69% 70% 69% 

Q5. I feel very confused about taxation matters 40% 41% 39% 41% 39% 

Q3. My personal tax affairs are complex 38% 34% 31% 33% 33% 

Q10. I sometimes worry that the ATO will audit me 33% 35% 32% 31% 31% 

Sample sizes (n=) 913-952 1811-1883 924-964 915-944 931-962 

Q1, 2, 3, 4: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about tax and the tax system. For each statement, 

please select if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q5, 9, 10: For each statement, please select if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base:  All respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 
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In keeping with a high level of comfort and confidence in working with the tax system, most 

Australians agreed that they “know what information and records they need to keep” (87%) and that 

they know there “are timeframes in which they can make changes to their assessment” (72%).   

Almost all (96%) would “contact the ATO if they did not have the money to pay their tax”.   

Perceptions of working with the tax system are, if anything, improving, with 80% agreeing that “it is 

easier now than in the past to deal with the tax system”.   This appears to be slowly trending upwards. 

 

Figure 14. Working with the tax system 

 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q17. I would contact the ATO if I did not have the money 

to pay my tax 
95% 94% 94% 94% 96% 

Q7. I know what information and records I need to keep to 

complete my income tax return 
88% 86% 88% 89% 87% 

Q21. I feel that it is easier now than in the past to deal 

with the tax system 
72% 76% 82% 83% 80% 

Q11. I know that there are timeframes in which I can 

make changes to my tax assessment 
66% 67% 72% 70% 72% 

Sample sizes (n=) 757-951 1490-1886 789-967 784-947 792-958 

Q7, 11: For each statement, please select if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q17: The following statements are about taxes that are paid. For each statement, please select the degree to which you agree or disagree…. 

‘Strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q21: You will now see a series of statements that people have made about the service provided by the ATO. For each statement, please 

select the degree to which you agree or disagree: ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base (Q7,11,17,21):  All respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

 

Note:  A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to some of these questions in March 2013: 20% “I feel that it is easier now” and 

18% “I know there are timeframes”.     “Don’t know” is excluded from the base when calculating the estimates shown in this report. 
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5.2. Perceptions of equity  

This section covers taxpayers’ views about the fairness of the Australian tax system, in theory and in 

practice. 

The degree of taxpayer engagement in the tax system will depend upon the extent to which the tax 

system is seen to be fair.  There is a widespread belief in the importance of equity in the tax system, 

but less equivocal results for how well this actually works. 

The great majority of Australians believe “it is important that everyone pays their fair share of tax” 

(98%) and 96% were confident that they are “paying their fair share”.  However, 55% agreed that 

“most people try to avoid paying their fair share.”  The proportion who believes that most people try to 

avoid paying their fair share of tax has gradually increased since June and September 2010. 

 

Figure 15. Equity in the tax system 

 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q14. I think it is important that everyone pays their fair 

share of tax 
97% 97% 97% 96% 98% 

Q15. I am confident that I am paying my correct share of 

tax 
96% 96% 95% 95% 96% 

Q13. Most people try to avoid paying their fair share of tax 53% 54% 55% 57% 55% 

Sample sizes (n=) 855-969 1674-1924 847-984 879-976 853-978 

Q13, 14, 15: The following statements are about taxes that are paid. For each statement, please select the degree to which you agree or 

disagree…. ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base:  All respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  In March 2013, a high proportion of respondents (14%) said “don’t know” to “most try to avoid paying fair share of tax”.  “Don’t know” 

is excluded from the base when calculating the estimates shown in this report. 
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5.3. Compliance 

This section covers taxpayers’ beliefs about tax compliance, their compliance behaviour, and 

community support for deterrents to tax avoidance.  It also covers taxpayers’ perceptions of the size 

of the cash economy, their views on whether the cash economy is fair, and their own behaviour in 

relation to the cash economy. 

5.3.1. Views on compliance 

Engagement in the tax system also reflects the degree to which taxpayers are willing to follow the 

rules and see these rules as reasonable. 

Almost all Australians (95% in March 2013) believe it is their duty to meet tax obligations, but almost 

one in five also said it is acceptable to overstate deductions on a tax return or BAS.  These views have 

been fairly consistently held since first measured in September 2009, but the belief that it is 

acceptable to overstate deductions appears to be slowly trending upwards and is at its highest level 

ever in September and December 2012 and March 2013 (17%). 

Figure 16. Moral stance on tax compliance 

 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q103.  It is my duty to the wider community to meet my tax 

obligations 
95% 96% 96% 96% 95% 

Q100.   It’s acceptable to overstate deductions on a tax return or a 

Business Activity Statement 
12% 15% 17% 17% 17% 

Sample sizes (n=) 385-501 822-951 410-475 423-471 421-478 

Q100: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about complying with tax obligations. Some statements are 

about the cash economy, that is, where income is received in cash and not declared for tax purposes. For each statement, please select if 

you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q103:  You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about paying their taxes. For each statement, please select if 

you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base (Q103):  All Rotation 2 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Base (Q100):  All Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  A high proportion of respondents (15%) said “don’t know” to “It is acceptable to overstate deductions” in March 2013.     “Don’t know” 

is excluded from the base when calculating the estimates shown in this report. 
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Virtually all respondents (98% in March 2013) claimed that they “always honestly declare” all their 

income, and this has changed little in the 15 quarters of the CPS.  Despite this, one in ten report 

claiming deductions for costs that they have not incurred. 

Almost two thirds (63%) said they would report a tax evader to the ATO.  The percentage who agreed 

with this has declined (non-significantly) since a peak of 72% in December 2011, but is at similar 

levels to when first measured in September 2009 (62%).  Willingness to report someone who is 

engaged in a tax avoidance scheme has been consistently higher than willingness to report tax 

evasion; and this was also the case in the current quarter (69% vs. 63%). 

 

Figure 17. Tax compliance behaviour 

 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q106.  I always honestly declare all my income 99% 98% 97% 98% 98% 

Q156. If I knew someone was involved in a tax avoidance 

scheme, I would report it to the ATO 
75% 78% 72% 72% 69% 

Q16. If I knew someone was evading paying tax, I would report 

it to the ATO 
67% 68% 63% 61% 63% 

Q107.  I sometimes claim deductions for costs I have not 

incurred 
8% 10% 11% 11% 11% 

Sample sizes (n=) 366-680 645-1341 317-686 320-700 336-703 

Q106, 107: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about paying their taxes. For each statement, please 

select if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q16:  The following statements are about taxes that are paid. For each statement, please select the degree to which you agree or disagree. 

Q156: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about tax avoidance schemes. For each statement, please 

select whether you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base (Q16):  All respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Base (Q106, Q107, Q156):  All Rotation 2 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to some of these questions in March 2013:  33% “I would report tax avoidance 

scheme to ATO” and 29% “I would report tax evader to the ATO”.     “Don’t know” is excluded from the base when calculating the estimates 

shown in this report. 
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There is strong support in the community for deterrents to tax avoidance.  Almost all Australians 

believe “it is important that the ATO deals strongly with people and businesses deliberately avoiding 

paying tax” (97% in March 2013), and this view has been held consistently since September 2009.   

Only about half (53% in March 2013), however, believe there are enough deterrents in place to stop 

people from avoiding tax. 

 

Figure 18. Support for deterrents 

 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q81.  It is important that the ATO deals strongly with people and 

businesses deliberately avoiding paying tax, in order for the 

system to be fair 
94% 97% 97% 95% 97% 

Q102.   There are enough deterrents in place to stop people 

‘cheating the tax system’ 
52% 51% 53% 54% 53% 

Sample sizes (n=) 337-419 695-851 344-442 367-449 360-436 

Q102: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about complying with tax obligations. Some statements are 

about the cash economy, that is, where income is received in cash and not declared for tax purposes. For each statement, please select if 

you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q81:  The next few statements are about a range of issues the ATO has to manage. For each statement, please select if you ‘strongly agree’, 

‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base:  All Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to some of these questions in March 2013: “(28%) There are enough deterrents in 

place”; (12%) “It is important the ATO deals strongly with tax avoiders”.     “Don’t know” is excluded from the base when calculating the 

estimates shown in this report. 
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5.3.2. Views on the cash economy 

The cash economy is where income is received in cash and not declared for tax purposes.  Australians 

have been strongly and consistently opposed to a cash economy since this was first measured in 

September 2009.  In March 2013, eight in ten or more agreed that “it is my duty to the wider 

community to meet my tax obligations” (95%), “it is not fair for people to consistently work for ‘cash in 

hand payments’ without paying tax” (86%), and “it is unfair to use cash to avoid paying tax” (82%).  

Despite this, one third (33%) agreed that “it’s ok to pay cash for good/services without being issued a 

receipt if it makes it cheaper”; 67% of Australians with an opinion disagreed with this.    

For the most part there has been little change over the 15 quarters of the CPS on these measures.  

However, the proportion who agreed that “it’s okay to pay cash for goods and services without being 

issued a receipt if it makes it cheaper” is gradually (non-significantly) trending upwards. 

 

Figure 19. Moral stance on the cash economy 
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% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q103.  It is my duty to the wider community to meet my tax 

obligations 
95% 96% 96% 96% 95% 

Q77.  I do not think it is fair for people to consistently work for ‘cash 

in hand payments’ without paying tax 
84% 88% 87% 85% 86% 

Q73.  It is unfair to use cash to avoid paying tax 76% 82% 82% 80% 82% 

Q101.  It’s ok to pay cash for goods/services without being issued a 

receipt if it makes it cheaper 
33% 32% 35% 37% 33% 

Sample sizes (n=) 390-501 398-951 432-475 420-471 401-478 

Q103: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about paying their taxes. For each statement, please select if 

you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Q73, 77, 101:  You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about complying with tax obligations. Some 

statements are about the cash economy, that is, where income is received in cash and not declared for tax purposes. For each statement, 

please select if you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base (Q103):  Rotation 2 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Base (Q77, Q73, Q101):  All Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  A high proportion of respondents said “don’t know” to some of these questions in March 2013:  19% “It’s okay to pay cash if it’s 

cheaper”, 12% “It is unfair to use cash” and 10% “It is not fair to work for cash in hand payments”.     “Don’t know” is excluded from the 

base when calculating the estimates shown in this report. 

 

Virtually all Australians agreed that they “always honestly declare all income” (98% in March 2013), 

although only 49% “strongly” agreed with this.  Overall agreement has changed little in the 15 

quarters since September 2009, when first measured.   

 

Figure 20. Always honestly declare all income 

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=491) 

Q106: You are now going to see a series of statements that people have made about paying their taxes. For each statement, please select if 

you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘strongly disagree’. 

Base:  All Rotation 2 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 
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Perceptions of the actual size of the cash economy in Australia have been measured by the CPS since 

June 2010 (excepting September 2010).  In March 2013, half (52%) believed the cash economy had 

remained the same size compared to the previous 12 months, 17% believed it had grown, and 31% 

believed it had shrunk.   

The proportion who believe the cash economy has grown is at the lowest level since it was first 

measured in June 2010, and there has been an increase in the proportion of people who believe it 

has shrunk.  There has been little change in the proportion who believes the cash economy has 

remained the same. 

 

Figure 21. Perceived size of the cash economy 

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=328) 

Q109: In the last 12 months, I believe the cash economy has…[The cash economy is where income is received in cash and not declared for 

tax purposes.] 

Base:  All Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  A high proportion of respondents (35%) said “don’t know” to this question in March 2013:  “Don’t know” is excluded from the base 

when calculating the estimates shown in this report. 
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6. Service 
 

 

 
  

Summary 

 

Although most Australians accept that the ATO offers service and assistance to taxpayers such as 

themselves, a substantial proportion do not feel the ATO is a service-oriented organisation.   There 

has been little discernible change, over time, in service satisfaction, and most taxpayers feel the 

quality of service is much the same as always.  Where there is perceived change, however, this 

tends to be in a positive direction.  Eighty percent of Australians believe that “it is easier now than 

in the past to deal with the tax system”. 

Lodging income tax returns, even where the taxpayer does this without the help of a tax 

professional, is generally non-problematic; satisfaction is very high, for example, with e-tax. 

Apart from lodging an income tax return and receiving a tax assessment, only a small minority 

(18%) had any dealings with the ATO in the 12 months to March 2013.   When there is a service 

episode, staff are generally seen as being courteous and professional.  Written communications 

are relatively positively assessed in terms of relevance and accuracy.  However, written 

communications are only moderately rated for consistency with previous advice and being “tailored 

to meet my needs”, and telephone contact is only moderately rated in terms of level of 

understanding and knowledge displayed by ATO staff and ability to answer queries. 

In other words, where the system works relatively less well, in the eyes of taxpayers, is in terms of 

getting simple, clear answers from knowledgeable staff.   

The CPS suggests that improving ATO service is not about providing more information and tools 

(they already think they have enough).  Instead the emphasis appears to be on improving staff 

expertise. 

Agreement with Service Commitment indicators range from 51% agree (20% disagree) with ‘The 

ATO lets me know of status or delays’ to 73% agree (8% disagree) with ‘The ATO treats me 

respectfully and courteously’ (among those with an opinion). 

There is little differentiation in overall performance between the Service Commitment summary 

indices, with average score on a 1-5 scale being in the range of 3.4 to 3.6.  Service Commitment 5 

(Professional) is the strongest performing, and Service Commitment 3 (Timely) is the weakest 

performing. 

There is also little differentiation between the Service Commitments in explaining overall reputation 

and confidence in the ATO.  All Service Commitments are moderately to moderately strongly 

correlated with reputation and confidence; that is, all can be considered important drivers. 

There are few demographic differences in Service Commitment scores.  One exception was return 

preparation: those who prepared their income tax returns themselves were more likely to agree 

with a number of the specific indicators. 
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6.1. Service contact and evaluation 

This section describes the type of contact taxpayers have with the ATO, how they evaluate that 

contact in terms of service quality, and whether taxpayers believe ATO service is improving or 

deteriorating. 

6.1.1. Type of contact 

Fifteen percent of Australians initiated some contact with the ATO in the 12 months to March 2013, 

apart from lodging their income tax return.1  The average (mean) number of contacts (among those 

who had contact) was 2.2 in the 12 months to March 2013.2  

The most common method of contact was by telephone (13% of all Australians), followed by a visit to 

the ATO website (3%), an e-mail (2%) or a letter (1%).   One percent said they had visited an ATO office. 

 

Figure 22. Contact type 

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=998) 

Q59. How did you contact the ATO? Was it by? 

Base:  All respondents. 

Note:  Responses do not add to 15% because of multiple mentions. 

 

In the 12 months to March 2013, 11% of Australians were contacted by the ATO, apart from receiving 

a notice of assessment.3  Among those who were contacted by the ATO, the most common method of 

contact was by letter (77%), followed by telephone (21%), and e-mail (14%).4   

                                                      

1 Q58 
2 Q58a 
3 Q60 
4 Q61.  Multiple methods possible. 
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6.1.2. Written and verbal communication 

Eighteen percent of Australians either initiated or received contact from the ATO in the 12 months to 

March 2013, apart from lodging returns or receiving a notice of assessment.  Of these, three quarters 

(74%) said they had received verbal or written communication as a result of their contact with the 

ATO.5 

Most (81%) of those receiving verbal or written communication said this communication related to 

their circumstances.  Approximately three quarters also agreed that the communications were 

accurate (73%), clear and easy to understand (72%), and provided enough guidance to answer their 

question sufficiently (70%).  Two thirds felt the communication was consistent with previous advice 

(64%) and met their needs (64%).   

It is difficult to discern any particular pattern in the data over time given the movement in estimates 

associated with small samples. 

 
Figure 23. Assessment of written / verbal communication6 

 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q65 The communication related to my circumstances 90% 84% 95% 77% 81% 

Q66 The communication was accurate 84% 76% 77% 68% 73% 

Q63 The communication was clear and easy to understand 78% 77% 82% 63% 72% 

Q64 The communication provided enough guidance to answer my 

question sufficiently 
80% 74% 84% 61% 70% 

Q68 The communication was consistent with advice I have 

previously received 
80% 64% 70% 64% 64% 

Q67 The communication was tailored to meet my needs 80% 66% 77% 59% 64% 

Sample sizes (n=) 59-65 108-113 59-62 64-69 226-235 

                                                      

5 Q62 
6 Some of these estimates are based on a small sample.  Results should be used with caution. 
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Q63, 64, 65, 66, 67, 68:  You will now see some statements other people have made about the verbal or written communication they have 

received. Could you please select whether you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘neither agree nor disagree’, ‘disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree’ with the 

following statements. 

Base:  Respondents who contacted or were contacted by the ATO, apart from sending or receiving their income tax return, and who received 

written or verbal communication as a result of that contact, including the service boost, and excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know” 

 

6.1.3. Telephone contact 

Over two thirds (70%) of those who had contact with the ATO by telephone in the 12 months to March 

2013 agreed that the overall experience was positive.  Fourteen percent disagreed, including 5% 

“strongly”.  The balance neither agreed nor disagreed (16%). 

There appears to be quarter on quarter variation on this question; however, differences between 

waves are not significant. 7   

 

Figure 24. The overall telephone contact experience was positive8 

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=228) 

Q71e:  You will now see some statements other people have made about the telephone contact that they had with the ATO. Could you please 

select whether you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘neither agree nor disagree’, ‘disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree’ with the following statements:  The 

overall experience was positive. 

Base:  Respondents who contacted or were contacted by the ATO via telephone, apart from sending or receiving their income tax return, 

including the service boost and excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

 

 

Across a range of attributes associated with telephone contact, assessments are strongest for the 

courteousness of telephone staff (85% agreed staff are polite in March 2013) and the belief that staff 

spent enough time with them (78% agreed).  Eighty two percent of those who received a telephone call 

from the ATO also felt the ATO representative provided a clear explanation as to why they were calling.  

Assessments are weakest for being able to resolve the query without transferring to another staff 

                                                      

7 Quarterly sample sizes prior to March 2013 for this question are small, with large margins of sampling error therefore associated with each 

estimate.  Statistical concepts such as margins of error and confidence intervals are not strictly applicable given the non-probability method 

of sampling and are used here for illustrative purposes only. 
8 Some of these estimates are based on a small sample.  Results should be used with caution. 
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member (64% agreed).  This would suggest that while most of those having telephone contact with the 

ATO are moderately or highly positive about the manner in which they were dealt with, there is a belief 

among a significant minority that ATO staff lack the specific expertise required to deal with their issue. 

Figure 25. Assessment of telephone contact 9 

 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q71a. The ATO representative was polite and courteous 85% 77% 85% 76% 85% 

Q71b. The ATO representative provided a clear explanation as to why 

they were calling 
* 65% * * 82% 

Q71d. The ATO representative spent enough time with me 73% 73% 77% 76% 78% 

Q71f. The ATO representative was easy to understand 75% 80% 70% 67% 78% 

Q71g. The ATO representative was knowledgeable 57% 68% 64% 67% 72% 

Q71c. The ATO representative was understanding towards my 

personal circumstances 
56% 57% 68% 65% 65% 

Q71h. The ATO representative was able to answer my query without 

having to transfer me to someone else 
59% 54% 57% 60% 64% 

Sample sizes (n=) 57-60 37-110 62-62 66-67 45-227 

Q71a, b, c, d, f, g, and h:  You will now see some statements other people have made about the telephone contact that they had with the 

ATO. Could you please select whether you ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘neither agree nor disagree’, ‘disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree’ with the 

following statements. 

Base for Q71a, c, d, f, g, h:  Respondents who contacted or were contacted by the ATO via telephone, apart from sending or receiving their 

income tax return, including service boost, and excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”  

Base for Q71b:  Respondents who were contacted by the ATO via telephone, apart from receiving their income tax return, including service 

boost and excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”  

* Sample size too small to report. 

 

                                                      

9 These estimates are based on a small sample.  Results should be used with caution. 
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6.1.4. Online contact 

In March 2013, 32% of those surveyed used some of the ATO's online products, tools, or services 

(excluding e-tax) in preparing and lodging their income tax return.  This level of usage is consistent 

with previous quarters.10 

 

Figure 26. Use of ATO’s online products, tools or services (excluding e-tax) 

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=436) 

Q49. In preparing and lodging your income tax return did you use any of the ATO's online products, tools, or services?  Please exclude your 

use of e-tax (if applicable) when answering this question. 

Base (September 2009 to December 2012):  Those who at least shared in preparing their return, or who lodged it themselves – but who did 

NOT use e-tax. 

Base (March 2013):  Respondents who at least shared in preparing their return, or who lodged it themselves. 

 

  

                                                      

10 Please note the change in base between March 2013 and previous quarters. 
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Among those who accessed online tools, products or resources other than e-tax, satisfaction with 

these resources was also high at 92% satisfied, including 32% “very”. 

 

Figure 27. Satisfaction with online tools11 

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=142) 

Q50:  And how satisfied were you with the ATO online products, tools or services you accessed?  Again, please exclude e-tax when answering 

this question. 

Base:  Respondents who at least shared in preparing their return, or who lodged it themselves, and who used an online tool, product or 

service (excluding e-tax). 

 

  

                                                      

11 Some of these estimates are based on a small sample.  Results should be used with caution. 
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In the 12 months to March 2013, one third (32%) said they had visited the ATO website at least once.   

Figure 28. Use of ATO website 

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=567) 

Q59. How did you contact the ATO? Was it by visiting the ATO website (www.ato.gov.au )? 

Q69a. Have you visited the ATO website in the last 12 months? 

Base:  All Rotation 1 respondents. 
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The majority of those who had visited the website in the 12 months to March 2013 thought the 

website was “quite”(55%) or “very” (22%) easy to use.  This assessment has changed little since 

March 2010. 

 

Figure 29. Website ease of use 

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=172) 

Q69. You stated that you have visited the ATO website in the last 12 months. How easy to use did you find it? 

Base:  All Rotation 1 respondents who have used the website. 
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6.1.5. Lodging 

Eighty seven percent of Australians lodged a personal income tax return in the five years prior to 

March 2013,12 and, of those, 45% lodged their last return themselves; that is, did not use a tax 

professional to lodge it.13   

Among those who lodged their last tax return themselves, the vast majority (84%) used e-tax in March 

2013, as in previous quarters.  There has been little variation in the use of e-tax since 2009.  As a 

secondary method, reported paper lodgment stood at 14%.  Other methods were rarely used. 

 

Figure 30. Method of lodging tax return 

 

Q47. Which of the following methods did you use to lodge your last 

income tax return? 
Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

e-tax 82% 83% 79% 80% 84% 

Paper 10% 11% 18% 17% 14% 

TaxPack (short form)* 4% 4% - - - 

Phone lodgment 2% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

Tax help 0% 0% 1% 1% 0% 

Other 0% 0% 1% 1% 0% 

Sample sizes (n=) 328 690 374 343 353 

Base:  Those who lodged their income tax return themselves. 

* Response option not offered after June 2012. 
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The vast majority of those who lodged their tax returns themselves were satisfied with the process.  In 

March 2013, over nine in ten described themselves as “quite” (42%) or “very” (52%) satisfied with 

their lodgment method.  Very few (5%) were dissatisfied.  Overall satisfaction levels have been fairly 

steady across the 15 quarters. 

Satisfaction is higher with the e-tax method of lodgment than with paper lodgment.  In March 2013, 

95% of those using e-tax were satisfied, including 56% “very” satisfied.  By contrast, although 90% of 

those using paper lodgment were satisfied, only 32% were “very” satisfied. 

 

Figure 31. Satisfaction with method of lodging tax return 

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=350) 

Q48: And how satisfied were you with ('Q47') in terms of ease of lodging your income tax return? 

Base:  Those who lodged their income tax return themselves and recalled by what method. 
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6.1.6. Advice and information  

The vast majority of respondents in all quarters, including March 2013 (93%), agreed that the ATO 

provides them (or their tax agent) with the information and tools needed to manage their tax affairs. 

 

 

Figure 32. ATO provides me or my tax agent with enough information and tools  

 

Sample size (March2013 n=424) 

Q29: For each statement, please select the degree to which you agree or disagree: The ATO provides me or my tax agent with the information 

and tools needed to manage my tax affairs. 

Base:  All Rotation 1 respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note:  14% of respondents said “don’t know” to this question in March 2013.     “Don’t know” is excluded from the base when calculating 

the estimates shown in this report. 
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Among taxpayers who had had contact with the ATO in the 12 months to March 2013, the vast 

majority considered ATO staff to be helpful (77%) and the advice and information provided to be clear 

(84%).  Results are very similar to September 2012. 

 

Figure 33. Assessment of advice and information14 

 

% nett agree (strongly agree + agree) Mar 12 Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q56.  I think the ATO staff are really helpful 70% 69% 79% 63% 77% 

Q53.  The advice and information given by the ATO is usually clear 75% 73% 87% 77% 84% 

Sample sizes (n=) 72-85 121-132 69-77 82-85 294-308 

Q53, 56:  Now, you will be asked some further questions about your contact with the ATO for your personal tax matters.  For each statement, 

please select the degree to which you agree or disagree. 

Base:  All respondents having contact with the ATO, including service boost, but excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

  

                                                      

14 Some of these estimates are based on a small sample.  Results should be used with caution. 
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When asked about change in the quality of the ATO’s service, the majority of respondents who had 

had contact with the ATO in the 12 months to March 2013 (58%) said the quality of ATO’s service had 

“stayed the same” over the last 12 months.  Among those who felt there had been a change in service 

quality, most (35%) felt it had got better.  Seven percent felt it had got worse. 

 

Figure 34. Perceptions of change in ATO’s service over the last 12 months  

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=259) 

Q19a. In the past 12 months, would you say that the ATO’s service has…? 

Base:  All respondents having contact with the ATO, including service boost, and excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Note: 19% of respondents said “don’t know” to this question in March 2013.  “Don’t know” is excluded from the base when calculating the 

estimates shown in this report. 
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6.2. Complaints 

This section reports on complaints behaviour. 

Nine percent of respondents to the CPS said that in the 12 months to March 2013 they had wanted to 

complain to the ATO about a service it provided, whether or not they actually did so.  Of those who 

wanted to make a complaint, one quarter (29%) went on to do so.15  As a proportion of the total 

sample, 3% made a formal complaint about service from the ATO. 

This is comparable to 2012. 

 

Figure 35. Made a complaint about ATO service16 

 

% yes Jun 12 Sep 12 Dec 12 Mar 13 

Q164a.  Wanted to complain to the ATO about a service they provided 8% 9% 10% 9% 

Q164b.  Actually made a complaint 3% 2% 2% 3% 

Sample sizes (n=) 2000 1016 1001 998 

Q164a.  In the past 12 months, have you wanted to complain to the ATO about a service they provided, whether or not you actually did so? 

Q164b.  And did you actually make a complaint? 

Base:  All respondents. 

 

 

 

                                                      

15 Q164b.  These estimates are based on a small sample.  Results should be used with caution. 
16 Question wording was different in June 2012. 
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6.3. Service Commitments 

This section reports the ATO’s performance against its Service Commitments. 

The following scorecard summarises March 2013 performance against each Service Commitment indicator.  More detail is provided in the following 

figures. 

Table 8:  Service Commitments 

 
Service 

Commitment 
Assessment indicator CPS measure Relevant sub-audience Achievement March 2013 

1 
Helpful and 

accurate 

The ATO helps me by giving 

me information that I can 

rely on and understand 

Q174.  The ATO helps me by 

giving me information that I can 

rely on 

All Australians with an opinion 62% agree 10% disagree 

   

Q175.  The ATO helps me by 

giving me information that I can 

understand 

All Australians with an opinion 55% agree 17% disagree 

  

Information provided by the 

ATO is sufficient to meet my 

needs 

Q176.  Information provided by 

the ATO is sufficient to meet my 

needs 

All Australians with an opinion 61% agree 12% disagree 

2 Easy to deal with 

The ATO makes it easy for 

me to access the services 

and information I need 

Q177.  The ATO makes it easy 

for me to access the information 

I need 

All Australians with an opinion 58% agree 14% disagree 

   

Q188.  The ATO makes it easy 

for me to access the services I 

need 

Had contact with ATO in past 

12 months, have an opinion 
60% agree 15% disagree 
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Service 

Commitment 
Assessment indicator CPS measure Relevant sub-audience Achievement March 2013 

  
It was easy to do business 

with the ATO 
n/a n/a n/a n/a 

3 Timely 

The time taken in my 

dealings with the ATO was 

acceptable to me 

Q178.  The time taken in my 

dealings with the ATO was 

acceptable to me 

Had contact with ATO in past 

12 months, have an opinion 
62% agree 19% disagree 

  
Resolve my complaint within 

timeframes 
n/a Complainants n/a n/a 

4 Keep me informed 
The ATO informs me of what 

I need to do 

Q179.  The ATO informs me of 

what I need to do 

Had contact with ATO in past 

12 months, have an opinion 
69% agree 9% disagree 

  
The ATO lets me know of 

status or delays 

Q180.  The ATO lets me know of 

status or delays 

Had contact with ATO in past 

12 months, have an opinion 
51% agree 20% disagree 

5 Professional 
The ATO treats me 

respectfully and courteously 

Q181.  The ATO treats me 

respectfully and courteously 

Had contact with ATO in past 

12 months, have an opinion 
73% agree 8% disagree 

  
The ATO is knowledgeable in 

its dealings with me 

Q182.  The ATO is 

knowledgeable in its dealings 

with me 

Had contact with ATO in past 

12 months, have an opinion 
64% agree 11% disagree 

  
The ATO listens to my 

feedback 
n/a Complainants n/a n/a 
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Relative performance on each of the five Service Commitments is shown in the following figure. 

 
Figure 36. Service Commitment summary scores  

 

 
Note:  National weights applied for all indices. 

 

All ten service commitment indicators are moderately to strongly inter-correlated.   

The five summary indices were correlated against overall reputation of the ATO (Q27), overall 

confidence in the ATO (Q121), and perceptions of a ‘service culture’ at the ATO (Q20).  The five 

summary indices are moderately to moderately strongly correlated with all three measures.  However, 

there is little differentiation between the five Service Commitments in explaining perceptions.  For 

example, the strongest correlation coefficient between the indices and overall reputation (Q27) is 

‘timely’ (pearson r=+.48), and the weakest is ‘informed’ (pearson r=+.39).   

 Q27 Q121 Q20 

Correlation coefficient 
Overall ATO is doing 

a good job 

Have confidence in 

ATO’s 

administration of 

tax system 

ATO is not 

interested in service 

Service Commitment 1:  Helpful +.47 +.57 -.43 

Service Commitment 2:  Easy +.41 +.52 -.38 

Service Commitment 3:  Timely +.48 +.60 -.38 

Service Commitment 4:  Informed +.39 +.51 -.42 

Service Commitment 5:  Professional +.47 +.63 -.47 
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Almost two thirds of Australians with an opinion agreed that ‘the ATO helps me by giving me 

information that I can rely on’ (62%) and ‘information provided by the ATO is sufficient to meet my 

needs’ (61%).  Australians were slightly less likely to agree that ‘the ATO helps me by giving me 

information that I can understand’ (55%). 

 

Figure 37. Service Commitment 1: Helpful and accurate  

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=900-918) 

Q174, Q175, Q176: For each statement, please indicate how much you agree or disagree. 

Base:  All respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Percentage saying “don’t know”:  Q174 10%, Q175 8%, Q176 9%. 

 

Subgroup differences in service commitments were examined for: 

 State:  NSW/ACT, Victoria/Tasmania, Queensland, and SA/WA/NT 

 Region:  Major cities/inner regional, Outer regional / remote 

 Gender 

 Age: 18-24, 25-39, 40-54, 55+ 

 Income: <$60,000, $60,000-$100,000, $100,000+ 

 Return preparation: Self/family, Agent 

 Contact:  Whether or not had contact with the ATO in the 12 months to March 2013 

There were few statistically significant differences between groups in agreement with the three 

indicators of Service Commitment 1 (helpful and accurate).   

One exception was return preparation:  those who prepared their income tax returns themselves were 

more likely than those who used an agent to agree with all three indicators.  For example, 63% of self-

preparers agreed that ‘the ATO helps me by giving me information that I can understand’, compared to 

only 48% of those who used an agent to prepare their tax return. 
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Over half of Australians with an opinion agreed that ‘the ATO makes it easy for me to access the 

information I need’ (58%).  Among those who had contact with the ATO, 60% agreed that ‘the ATO 

makes it easy for me to access the services I need’. 

 

Figure 38. Service Commitment 2: Easy to deal with  

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=308-911) 

Q177: For each statement, please indicate how much you agree or disagree. 

Q188: For each statement about your contact with the ATO for business tax matters, please indicate how much you agree or disagree. 

Base (Q177):  All respondents excluding “prefer not to say” and “don’t know”. 

Base (Q188):  All respondents having contact with the ATO in the previous 12 months, including service boost and excluding “prefer not to 

say” and “don’t know”. 

Percentage saying “don’t know”:  Q177 9%, Q188 4%. 

 

Subgroup differences in service commitments were examined for: 

 State:  NSW/ACT, Victoria/Tasmania, Queensland, and SA/WA/NT 

 Region:  Major cities/inner regional, Outer regional / remote 

 Gender 

 Age: 18-24, 25-39, 40-54, 55+ 

 Income: <$60,000, $60,000-$100,000, $100,000+ 

 Return preparation: Self/family, Agent 

 Contact:  Whether or not had contact with the ATO in the 12 months to March 2013 (Q177 

only) 

Once again, self-preparers were more likely than those who used an agent to agree that ‘the ATO 

makes it easy for me to access information’ (65% versus 53%) and that ‘the ATO makes it easy for me 

to access services’ (70% versus 52%). 

Beyond this, there were no statistically significant differences between groups in agreement with the 

two indicators of Service Commitment 2 (easy to deal with). 
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Almost two thirds (62%) of Australians who had contact with the ATO in the 12 months to March 2013 

agreed that ‘the time taken in my dealings with the ATO was acceptable to me’. 

 

Figure 39. Service Commitment 3: Timely  

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=308) 

Q178: For each statement about your contact with the ATO for business tax matters, please indicate how much you agree or disagree. 

Base:  All respondents having contact with the ATO in the previous 12 months, including service boost and excluding “prefer not to say” and 

“don’t know”. 

Percentage saying “don’t know”:  Q178 4%. 

 

Subgroup differences in service commitments were examined for: 

 State:  NSW/ACT, Victoria/Tasmania, Queensland, and SA/WA/NT 

 Region:  Major cities/inner regional, Outer regional / remote 

 Gender 

 Age: 18-24, 25-39, 40-54, 55+ 

 Income: <$60,000, $60,000-$100,000, $100,000+ 

 Return preparation: Self/family, Agent 

Self-preparers were more likely to agree (71%) than those who used an agent to prepare their tax 

return (56%). 

There were no statistically significant differences between other groups in agreement with the one 

indicator of Service Commitment 3 (timely). 

  

6%

13%
20%

48%

13%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

The time taken in my dealings with the ATO was acceptable to me

Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Agree Strongly agree



 

CPS  March 2013 Report Page  |  48 

 

Among those who had contact with the ATO in the 12 months to March 2013, two thirds (69%) agreed 

that ‘the ATO informs me of what I need to do’.  However, only half (51%) agreed that ‘the ATO lets me 

know of status or delays’. 

 

Figure 40. Service Commitment 4: Keep me informed  

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=280-308) 

Q179, Q180: For each statement about your contact with the ATO for business tax matters, please indicate how much you agree or disagree. 

Base:  All respondents having contact with the ATO in the previous 12 months, including service boost and excluding “prefer not to say” and 

“don’t know”. 

Percentage saying “don’t know”:  Q179 4%, Q180 12%. 

 

Subgroup differences in service commitments were examined for: 

 State:  NSW/ACT, Victoria/Tasmania, Queensland, and SA/WA/NT 

 Region:  Major cities/inner regional, Outer regional / remote 

 Gender 

 Age: 18-24, 25-39, 40-54, 55+ 

 Income: <$60,000, $60,000-$100,000, $100,000+ 

 Return preparation: Self/family, Agent 

There were no statistically significant differences between groups in agreement with the two indicators 

of Service Commitment 4 (keep me informed). 
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Three quarters of Australians who had contact with the ATO in the 12 months to March 2013 agreed 

that ‘the ATO treats me respectfully and courteously’.  They were somewhat less likely to agree that 

‘the ATO is knowledgeable in its dealings with me’ (64%), although a majority still agreed with this.   

 

Figure 41. Service Commitment 5: Professional  

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=305-307) 

Q181, Q182: For each statement about your contact with the ATO for business tax matters, please indicate how much you agree or disagree. 

Base:  All respondents having contact with the ATO in the previous 12 months, including service boost and excluding “prefer not to say” and 

“don’t know”. 

Percentage saying “don’t know”:  Q181 4%, Q182 5%. 

 

Subgroup differences in service commitments were examined for: 

 State:  NSW/ACT, Victoria/Tasmania, Queensland, and SA/WA/NT 

 Region:  Major cities/inner regional, Outer regional / remote 

 Gender 

 Age: 18-24, 25-39, 40-54, 55+ 

 Income: <$60,000, $60,000-$100,000, $100,000+ 

 Return preparation: Self/family, Agent 

There were no statistically significant differences between groups in agreement with the two indicators 

of Service Commitment 5 (professional). 
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7. Environmental impact 
 

 

 
 

  

Summary 

 

The majority of Australians (73%) believe that it is at least “somewhat” important that the ATO is an 

environmentally friendly organisation, including 33% who think this is “very” important.  A minority 

of 8% described this as “not at all” important.  Women and older people are more likely to consider 

this to be important. 
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This section reports on the value individual taxpayers place on the ATO’s environmental practices. 

The majority (73%) believe that it is at least “somewhat” important that the ATO is an environmentally 

friendly organisation, including 33% who think this is “very” important.  A minority of 8% described this 

as “not at all” important. 

Women are more likely to consider this “very” important than men (39% versus 26%).  Older people 

aged 55+ years are also among the most likely to consider this to be “very” important (35% compared 

with 24% of 18-24 year olds). 

 

Figure 42. Importance ATO is environmentally friendly 

 

Sample size (March 2013 n=941) 

Q170. How important is it to you that the ATO is an environmentally friendly organisation? 

Base:  All respondents excluding “don’t know”. 
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