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Introduction* 

Taxation may be conceived as the main economic input for government action. The growth 

of the scope of government after World War II has also meant an important increase in the 

over-all tax burden, although there are significant differences between Western European 

countries, both in terms of the amount of the tax burden and the structure of their fiscal 

regimes. 

In fact, one of the main challenges to “big government” in the last twenty years has been the 

tax issue. In situations as different as those of California, Denmark, France, Sweden, Great 

Britain or Italy, a sizeable number of citizens have assessed their fiscal burden as being too 

high and reacted with forms of mass protest, anti-tax parties, fiscal referenda and so on. On the 

other hand, conservative parties have been successful during the eighties in gaining popular 

support with proposals to reduce the extent of government regulation and intervention and 

taxation levels. 

Current attacks against the Welfare State, or against some specific welfare policies, as well 

as the suggested existence of a general “Welfare backlash” (Wilensky, 1976) may have been 

specially sensitive to reactions against high taxes. The new economic situation prevailing after 

the oil crises in the seventies gave birth to the idea that strong and steady rates of economic 

growth, allowing continuous increases in government income (and expenditure) and in private 

citizens’ income, would disappear from advanced industrial countries. It was therefore thought 

that it would be necessary to reshape the balance between economic growth and welfare 

expansion,  one of the  possible  solutions  being  the  reduction of  both the fiscal  burden and 

* This paper is the first, partial presentation of some of the results of ongoing research on fiscal attitudes in 

Europe being carried out jointly with Prof. Maria A. Confalonieri (University of Pavia, Italy). This project forms part 

of a wider one on "Beliefs in Government" directed by Prof. K. Newton of the University of Essex and Prof. Max 

Kaase of the University of Mannheim. It is based on data published in the general literature, as well on that collated 

by Eurobarometer, the International Social Survey Program and by the series of studies of "Cultural change" 

undertaken in Holland. The author would like to express his thanks to the directors of these studies for kindly 

allowing him to use these results, although the paper and its conclusions are naturally the exclusive responsibility of 

the author. Given the preliminary and incomplete character of the material presented here, this should not be cited. 
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government services. Therefore, fiscal issues are central to the discussion of the scope of 

government. 

How were fiscal systems perceived by public opinion? Has there been a general movement 

of protest against tax regimes in these countries? What, if any, are the contents and the 

dimensions of this protest reaction? 

In spite of the importance of taxation (and, therefore, of fiscal attitudes held by citizens), 

the amount of public opinion data available is very limited, discontinuous in time and 

geographically scattered. The reason for this is possibly that research on fiscal opinions faces 

serious problems of respondents’ confidence and reliability (Lewis 1982, 39 ff.). In this paper 

we shall first examine the main features of European fiscal systems, and in the second part some 

general data on public opinion in Europe will be discussed. 

The public sector and fiscal systems 

Although taxation is likely to be unpopular in all societies, the criticisms of West European 

fiscal systems in the recent years have taken specific forms. Three main lines of attack have 

been used: 

1. A protest against the volume of the tax burden and, more broadly speaking, the extent 

and scope of government action. It is argued that these have become too large in West 

European societies, thus reducing productivity and individuals’ entrepreneurship. 

2. A criticism against the inefficiencies of government supplied services, often perceived as 

bureaucratic and biased in favour of organized special interests groups. Thus the trade-off 

between taxes and government services is perceived as negative by many citizens. 

3. A call for greater fiscal “fairness” based, on the one hand, on the redistributive policies 

assumed by the Welfare State and, on the other, the perception that the relative contribution 

made by the various social categories was not equitable. 
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Size, trade-off between taxes and services, and fairness may thus be the three most 

important issues in an analysis of attitudes to taxation. However, this paper shows as well that 

fiscal attitudes may also be closely related to attitudes towards the volume, the extent and the 

efficiency of government expenditure. 

To what extent may these three tax-related issues be relevant for cross-national comparative 

analysis? In fact, there are great variations in the extent of government intervention in different 

countries in terms of both taxation and expenditure. It is tempting, therefore, to expect the “size 

issue” to be more present in countries with high tax pressure (broadly speaking, Northern 

Europe), while the “fairness issue” might be more visible in those countries where low 

government income and expenditure do not allow a significant level of redistributive policies 

(which could be the case of some, or most, Mediterranean countries). 

One could also expect to find variations within countries. The “size issue” will possibly be 

more significant for the right side of the political continuum and for socially dominant groups; 

conversely, the “fairness issue” seems more likely to be linked with left-wing positions, and 

with those groups demanding redistributive policies. 

Finally, we should also expect to find changes over time, as fiscal attitudes may reflect changes 

in the perception of the economic situation, of the appropriate size of government action, and 

in reactions to the terms of political debate in each country. 

Fiscal attitudes are, primarily, reactions to the specific properties and functioning of each 

fiscal system; thus, some general, structural considerations have to be taken into account. 

Although all countries under examination show formal similarities, an important number of 

differences can be observed in relation to the levels of pressure, but also to the specific ways 

of financing public services. 

A first relevant variable in the analysis of tax incomes is the size of the public sector, 

measured by the ratio of government incomes to the Gross Domestic Product. Although size is 

obviously significant, it has been suggested that a strong increase may be just as important in 

producing negative reactions, even if actual levels are not higher than in other countries. For 

instance, in their study of the Californian “Proposition 13”, Sears and Citrin conclude that “(…) 
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grass-roots tax protests (...) occur when visible taxes rise rapidly and overall taxes are high” 

(Sears and Citrin 1982, 227). 

In fact, two periods can be distinguished in the recent history of West European countries. 

In the second half of the 60’s, the weight of the public sector grew in a spectacular way in 

Northern and Central European countries: between 1960 and 1970, the percentage of the GDP 

collected in tax revenues rose went from 25.4 to 40.4 in Denmark, from 27.2 to 40.2% in 

Sweden, from 31.2 to 39.2% in Norway, and from 28.5 to 37.3% in Great Britain. 

These movements were not followed in Southern Europe because of the political and 

economic conditions prevailing in that area in those years. Only in the second half of the 70’s 

and in the 80’s would Southern European countries experience an important increase in the 

size of the public sector. 

However, this increase did not bring about a complete convergence with Northern 

European countries. In the years that followed the size of the public sector would increase still 

further in Central and Northern Europe, as the calls for reducing government size did not yield 

negative trends, even if countries such as Finland or the Netherlands registered very limited 

increases in the 1975-1985 period. On the other hand, Southern European countries (Portugal, 

Spain, Greece and Italy) experienced quite strong increases in the size of their public sectors. In 

fact, if these countries are not included, there would be a fairly high correlation between the 

size of the public sector in 1975, in 1985 and its growth in the period 1975-85. Table 1 

summarizes this information. 
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On the other hand, some political explanations have been suggested. 

(a) The first concerns the type of socially prevailing socio-political consensus. The relative 

weight of Socialist, Christian-Democrat and Conservative traditions in Western Europe has 

been suggested (Esping-Andersen 1990; Castles and Mitchell 1992) as a relevant indicator for 

differentiating types of Welfare States, a distinction which could also be relevant for fiscal 

structures (Peters 1991). 

(b) Tax revolt may often be the expression of challenges to the legitimacy of the political 

regime or its authorities. Therefore we can expect a higher degree of discontent about taxation 

the lower the political support. 

(c) Finally, tax protest may be a response to a higher salience of fiscal issues, resulting from 

politicization by specific anti-tax movements or by populist parties mobilizing fiscal protest, or 

from its inclusion in the political debate as a result of proposals for reform. 

Adequate testing of these sets of hypotheses at the aggregate level would require more 

complete comparative evidence than is available. Yet some evaluation is possible. 

In the first place, structural properties of fiscal systems seem to matter when considering 

cross-national differences, although no single feature seems to account for national variations. 

Aggregate tax-burden is a poor predictor of cross-national differences in fiscal discontent. 

If there are high levels of dissatisfaction in some high taxation countries (as in Denmark in the 

seventies), and considerable levels of satisfaction in countries with low taxation (such as 

Switzerland), there are some significant deviant cases: while Sweden or the Netherlands had 

comparatively high tax rates in the eighties, the public in these two countries had a more 

favourable attitude than their counterparts in Italy or Spain, with significantly lower levels of 

fiscal pressure. 

The hypothesis linking high incidence of direct taxes with higher levels of fiscal discontent 

fits a few cases, but again some important deviant cases emerge. Sweden shows the highest tax 

visibility but (comparatively) high levels of fiscal consensus in the early seventies and eighties, 

while Austria, where tax visibility is rather low, has the most widespread perception of taxes 

being too high. 
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The same can be said about the role of programmatic taxes: the countries which rely most 

heavily on non-fiscal social security contributions are France, the Netherlands, Germany and 

Austria, which show quite different levels of discontent. Nor is there an apparent relation 

between the incidence of central versus local or regional levels of government in collecting 

taxes and discontent about taxation: the highly centralized fiscal system in the Netherlands finds 

less discontent than the federal Austrian system. 

If we turn from individual features of the fiscal systems to their global structure, the 

capacity of fiscal regimes to foster fiscal consensus or fiscal dissent seems to be clearer. Slightly 

modifying a typology proposed by Peters (Peters 1991: 59 ff), and leaving aside the Swiss case 

because of its deviant very low levels of tax pressure and progressiveness, we could propose four 

main types of fiscal regime: 

1. Broad-based fiscal systems, which distribute the sources of income among a large set of 

activities. This means, more precisely, social contributions above the average and taxation 

under average for other types of sources. This type would include the Netherlands, Germany, 

Austria, Spain and, in spite of some recent changes, Italy. 

2. Unbalanced systems, which rely very strongly on social contributions and are clearly under 

average in their reliance on income taxes. France would be the best example of this type of 

system, with Greece and Portugal approaching this type of structure at lower levels of aggregate 

tax burden. 

3. Unbalanced systems, relying heavily on income taxes and with very low social 

contributions. Sweden and the United Kingdom until the end of the seventies or Denmark can 

be included in this type. 

4. Balanced systems, where no single tax source accounts for more than 40% of the total tax 

revenue. Sweden in the eighties and Norway belong to this group, along with the United 

Kingdom in the eighties (although at a lower taxing level, only slightly above the OECD average 

level). 

Considering this typology and the data we have presented, one could conclude that fiscal 

regimes of our type 3 face fiscal protest more frequently than others, specially those of type 4. 

On the other hand, and although French data are missing, one must bear in mind that France has 

experienced  several anti-tax movements  (such as Poujadism  in the fifties or “Nicoudism” in 
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the late sixties), and is often quoted as an example of citizens’ resistance to taxation. 

Finally, our evidence for countries with fiscal regimes of the first type shows different 

situations, from the quite good acceptance of the Dutch tax system to the strong criticism visible 

in Italy or Austria. 

One final comment about the dynamics of fiscal systems. The growth of tax revenues, in itself, 

is a very bad predictor of the level of dissatisfaction. In the late sixties and early seventies, 

Denmark and Sweden experienced fast increases in their aggregate fiscal burden, but the same 

is true for the Netherlands, and tax revenues did not change in Great Britain. However the 

combined effects of taxation, inflation and policies of adjustment for the fiscal drag prove to be 

a quite good predictor of differences in the amount of tax protest. Post-tax real earnings 

declined in the period immediately preceding the electoral success of M. Glistrup’s party in 

1973, and similar reductions were experienced in Sweden and Great Britain. The differences in 

the estimated effectiveness of measures intended to counter the fiscal drag between 1975 and 

1983 (OECD 1986) are consistent with the available evidence of variations in the level of 

dissatisfaction with tax levels. Sweden, the Netherlands, Norway and Great Britain seem to have 

succeeded in countering the fiscal drag (at least at the aggregate level), while the opposite holds 

true for Belgium, Spain and Italy. Thus, at least for this period, higher levels of tax protest seem 

to be associated with increases in the average individual fiscal burden, while higher levels of tax 

compliance are associated with stable, or even lowered, average tax-rates at the individual level. 

Political explanations do not seem to add much to structural explanations in order to 

understand differences between nations. Our initial hypothesis was that levels of fiscal 

consensus would differ significantly according to prevailing political traditions which, for the 

sake of simplicity, we have classified in three categories: 

1. Countries with a dominant Socialist party, such as Sweden or Norway until the mid-

seventies. 
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Trends in attitudes towards taxation 

The limitations of available data are more serious for the analysis of variations over time 

than for cross-national comparison. A glance at our tables will show that for many Western 

European countries we only have a very limited number of time-points. We shall, therefore, 

present only some comments. 

It does not seem possible to locate in time a breakdown (should it ever have existed) in fiscal 

consensus. Our evidence shows that in countries (such as Sweden and Great Britain) with high 

levels of taxation and unbalanced fiscal regimes, mainly relying on highly progressive income 

tax rates, dissatisfaction with taxation and demands for cuts in taxes and services were 

widespread even before the explosion of inflation rates due to the oil-prices shock. Large 

majorities in Great Britain, Sweden and France demanded cuts in taxes and social services (see 

Table 7) even in the sixties, when inflation rates were under 5%. 

In the years of steady inflation that followed, although it may seem paradoxical, calls for 

reduction in taxes and services were clearly reduced, therefore suggesting that support for 

neoconservative policies was quite low. A further decline seems to be apparent for Great 

Britain and the Netherlands from 1985 onwards. 

A very sharp reversal of the trend in Great Britain is already apparent in 1979 before the 

Thatcher governments, and in the late eighties the proportion of people calling for cuts in taxes 

and services is minuscule. This trend may seem surprising if electoral evolution is kept in 

mind, but it is supported by other survey sources such as those quoted by Crewe (1988). This 

suggests the conclusion that the attitudes of the previous period represented a reaction against 

exceptional fiscal pressure, rather than a rejection of welfare policies. 

Nevertheless, it would not be correct to conclude that citizens support in the eighties 

policies of high taxation and spending again. First, the very ample majorities opposing cuts in 

taxes and services face today a fundamentally different fiscal regime. On the other hand, as Table 

4 shows, perceptions that taxes are too high are still widespread. 

Similar  situations  are  to  be  found  in  the  Netherlands  and in  Sweden.   Comparing  

rates of dissatisfaction with taxation  levels and  demands  for cuts in taxes  and benefits  in  the 
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Conclusion 

Summarizing these results, one may conclude that economic explanations, focusing on the 

types of fiscal regimes, prove generally weaker for explaining variations over time than they do 

for comparing nations. Certainly, some exceptionally high levels of fiscal discontent, as in 

Sweden or Great Britain in the sixties, or in recent years in Italy or Spain, can be accounted for 

by the structural features of fiscal systems and their effects when combined with inflation. 

However economic explanations by themselves cannot explain the reversal of the trend in 

preferences which occurred in Great Britain during the seventies, nor the changes in Norwegian 

public opinion or the growing dissent visible in the Netherlands since the mid-eighties. These 

variations have to be explained by changes in the political debate, due to the politicization of 

the tax issue, either as a consequence of party mobilization or the inclusion of fiscal reforms in 

the political agenda. 
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