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Abstract  
This paper estimates tax compliance costs for business taxpayers in Ethiopia; it also assesses factors affecting the magnitude 
of tax compliance costs.  The paper uses survey data from a scientific sample of 1,003 Ethiopian businesses. 
 

Total tax compliance costs in the year 2012/13 were estimated to be about 4.5 percent of tax revenue collection.  Tax 
compliance costs were found to be regressive and there was 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

In Ethiopia, tax revenue collection in absolute terms is increasing.  Currently, tax 
revenue covers about 70 percent of government expenditures.  However, in terms of 
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Sandford (1995, p. 1) went on to stating compliance costs as:  

…the costs incurred by taxpayers in meeting the requirements laid on them 
by the tax law and the revenue authorities.  

If the description of compliance costs is understood to refer to all costs (other than the 
tax payments themselves and associated efficiency costs) incurred by taxpayers that 
would disappear if the tax was abolished, the scope of tax compliance costs would be 
broader than just those incurred in the process of complying with tax laws.  Further, 
such a definition would go beyond the scope of Johnston’s (1963) definition, which 
focuses on companies’ operating costs.  Arguably, compliance costs could include the 
expected discounted future costs of non-compliance and the lobbying of tax policy 
makers for lower effective tax rates.  However, if the same description is understood 
in the context of the definition of compliance costs as costs of complying with the 
requirements of tax laws, the expected costs of non-



 

 

eJournal of Tax Research Tax compliance costs in developing countries: Evidence from Ethiopia 

80 

 

 

more of a cash flow advantage to businesses that are registered to collect VAT, as they 
can make use of the funds for a period of time, interest-free, before remitting them to 
the government.   
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4. what taxpayers would pay to be rid of all compliance costs—fair 
compensation claim (Evans et al. (1997);  

5. before-tax hourly wage rate (e.g., from national labour statistics, also with or 
without overheads); and 

6. after-tax hourly wage rate.  

The availability of these alternate methods reveals that there is no single way of 
valuing the time used in the process of compliance with the requirements of a tax law.  
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would expose taxpayers to unnecessary trouble, vexation10 and oppression, thereby 
increasing their overall compliance costs.  

The existence of high compliance costs, due partly to the complexity and arbitrariness 
in the system, would violate the economy canon, which requires operating costs (both 
compliance costs of the taxpayers and administrative costs of the government) to be as 
little as possible.  

In addition to the above, the relatively heavier burdens of compliance costs on smaller 
taxpayers erode the built-in progressivity in the tax system and undermine the 
equitable distribution of the overall burden of taxation.  Further, high compliance costs 
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the 1960s, other published studies of tax compliance costs took place only in North 
America.  Then, from the mid-1960s to the 1970s the interest appeared to expand from 
North America to Europe (mainly Germany and the United Kingdom (UK)) (Sandford 
et al., 1989).  

Since the beginning of the 1980s there has been a growing interest in tax compliance 
costs by academics (e.g., Slemrod & Venkatesh, 2002), governments and others, 
especially in developed countries.  The growth of concern by governments17 and the 
proliferation of research in tax compliance costs internationally are evident from the 
fact that governments (mainly of OECD member countries) have commissioned18 tax 
compliance costs studies (before the introduction of a new tax or a change in the 
existing ones, often estimated ex-ante but not necessarily verified empirically ex-post) 
by funding research projects and/or becoming directly involved in the research.  In 
addition, some governments19 require the preparation of regulatory impact assessments 
for various regulations including taxation before introducing a new law or amending 
existing ones.  For example, Evans and Walpole (1999) wrote that the use of 
regulatory impact statements to assess the likely consequences of proposed legislative 
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small and medium enterprises, and perceptions about tax compliance from both formal 
and informal businesses. 21 

The WBG TCCS database, as of 2016, includes 20 developing and transition 
countries.22  The methodology used in most WBG TCCS has been stratified random 
sampling based on the database of active business taxpayers of the respective revenue 
authority in each country (IFC, 2011).  The sample sizes have ranged from about 750–
1,000 in each country.   

The findings of the WBG surveys cannot necessarily be taken as typical for 
developing countries, as the majority of governments only requested a TCCS if there 
was a reason to believe that it was a problem for small business taxpayers (with the 
exception of South Africa, where the WBG TCCS was first piloted in 2006).  

The WBG’s TCCS noted a pattern that in some regions, businesses either have one or 
more certified accountants on staff, or outsource their tax compliance work to external 
certified accountants.  This pattern is usually seen where tax compliance tends to be 
relatively complicated and onerous (e.g., in former Soviet countries such as Ukraine) 
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gathering information, which led to a relatively low response rate and likely non-
response bias.  Most of these studies drew their samples from sources other than tax 
authorities’ databases25—a situation that has contributed to some scepticism about the 
reliability of the findings.  Most of the studies focused on the estimation of the 
magnitude of compliance costs.  Most studies also did not look into specific areas in 
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In this study general bookkeeping is defined to include all bookkeeping activities that 
should be undertaken even if the business did not comply with tax requirements.  All 
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Dummy variable that equals 1 if the sector is other services33 and 0 otherwise 

Bookkeeping practice  

Dummy variable that equals 1 if the business keeps full records of revenue and 
expenses and 0 otherwise (do not keep full records as a reference) 

Dummy variable that equals 1 if the business uses computers for tax accounting and 0 
otherwise (do not use computer for tax accounting as a reference group) 

Practice of outsourcing tax compliance activities variable that takes 1 if tax-related 
activities are carried out completely in-house, 2 if partially in-house and 3 if 
completely outsourced   

Cash register machine usage status (not use cash register machine as a reference) 

Dummy variable that equals 1 if the business uses cash register machine and 0 
otherwise 

Business ownership type (all other ownership types as a reference group) 

Dummy variable that equals 1 if the ownership type is in the form of sole 
proprietorship and 0 otherwise 

Business start time (businesses started on or before the year 2000 as a reference group) 

Dummy variable that equals 1 if the business started operations in the year 2000 or 
after and 0 otherwise  

Gender of business owners (male and multiple owners as a reference) 

Dummy variable that equals 1 if the gender is female and 0 otherwise (including those 
with multiple owners) 

Gender of respondents (male as a reference) 

Dummy variable that equals 1 if the gender is female and 0 otherwise  

To examine the conditional association between the magnitude of tax compliance 
costs and the above listed factors, the following general multivariate regression 
equation similar to Vaillancourt (1989) and Yesegat (2009) was adopted:  

  

                                                           
33  Include services other than trade (wholesale and retail trade). 
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�<��� ���.�����������;�������������;�������������;�����«�������Q�;�Q+ u  

where:  

Y = natural logarithm of the magnitude of the compliance costs estimate;  

Xi = independent variables where i takes the value from 1 to n;  

n = number of independent variables;  

�.��� ���L�Q�W�H�U�F�H�S�W;  

���L��� ���F�R�H�I�I�L�F�L�H�Q�W�V���W�R���E�H���H�V�W�L�P�D�W�H�G���D�V�V�R�F�L�D�W�H�G���Z�L�W�K��the independent variables Xi (i = 1, 2, 
3…n); and 

u = classical random error term.  

 
5.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This section presents the results and discussion.  The estimated compliance costs are 
presented first; this is followed by descriptive statistics and regression analysis.  

5.1 Estimation of tax compliance costs  

Using the method presented in section four the average cost of a business for general 
bookkeeping was estimated to be ETB 9,804 (USD 523.2)34 in the tax year 2012/13.  
In the same year, the average total tax compliance cost of a business including costs of 
acquisition and maintenance of software and hardware was ETB 7,609 (USD 406) 
while the average total tax compliance cost without acquisition and maintenance costs 
was ETB 5,842 (USD 311.7) (Figure 1).   

                                                           
34 Average exchange rate for the year 2012/13 was USD 1 = ETB 18.59 (NBE,  2012/13). 
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Figure 1: Average Total Compliance Costs (in ETB) 

 
Source: Tax Compliance Costs and Perception Survey in Ethiopia (WBG 2016)  

The average tax compliance cost for a business (including amortised acquisition and 
maintenance costs of software and hardware) as a share of turnover was estimated to 
be about 5.4 percent while the share of tax compliance costs on total turnover without 
acquisition and maintenance costs was 4.7 percent (Table 1).  In absolute terms, tax 
compliance costs for cateha)a6009s
.9 (m)986 (i)- 0 Tw (C)Tj
.9 (st6n68.9 ( )-11.1l4[(a6009s( )-11.1l4[(a6009s( )-11./d
(as)Tj
0 Tc 0 (a6( )]TJ
0 c 0.03
( )Tj
0.00-0.002 Tc2)4.3 (i)0.359 0 Td5141 Td
[6(n a)-191 )]TJ
0 w Tc1.9 es)-2(ce)l)-25J
-0.5Tw 12.3(nt)-41 Tw [(1))-14.9 (.)-11 ( )]TJ
f3 (hoi1.837 0 v )Tj
0.00-0.002 m 



 

 

eJournal of Tax Research Tax compliance costs in developing countries: Evidence from Ethiopia 

91 

 

 

was 6 percent if hardware and software costs were excluded (Figure 2).  In general, 
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from fulfilling the tax requirements imposed on them.  The burden of tax compliance 
costs increases the cost of doing business and tends to depress business investment 
and formalisation.  

Figure 2: Tax Compliance Costs as a Share of Turnover by Turnover Band  

 
Source: Tax Compliance Costs and Perception Survey in Ethiopia (WBG 2016)  

To gain a better insight into the magnitude of estimated tax compliance costs in 
Ethiopia, comparison with similar estimates in other countries is worthwhile.  
However, important differences38 limit the use of comparative analysis in assessing the 
extent of tax compliance costs.  This does not mean that a comparative scrutiny of 
such costs is completely meaningless.  Instead, it is to emphasise that caution needs to 
be exercised and the caveats ought to be borne in mind in interpreting the results of the 
comparative analysis.  Further, as Evans (2003) argued, the comparative analysis 
should be used as suggestive though not conclusive. 

Figure 3 shows tax compliance costs as a percentage of turnover for different 
countries including Ethiopia.  For this purpose we use the tax compliance costs 
measure for Ethiopia that excludes costs of acquisition and maintenance of software 
and hardware so that the results are more comparable across countries.  Tax 
compliance costs as a percentage of turnover for Ethiopia are relatively high compared 
to those of Kenya and Nepal (Figure 3).  Tax compliance costs in Ethiopia might be 
considered high even in comparison to some of the other countries included (also 
noting that most of the countries that have conducted such a survey were the ones 
already known to have a problem with tax compliance costs, such as the ex-Soviet 
countries).  

Specifically, the ratio of tax compliance costs to turnover for the smallest businesses 
in Georgia was over 12 percent 
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compliance costs associated with business profit tax and VAT indicates that these two 
taxes have complexities that result in taxpayers incurring high costs of compliance in 
terms of staff time and professional fees paid for external assistance.  

Figure 4:  Distribution of Total Tax Compliance Costs by Tax Type (in Percent)  

 
Source: Tax Compliance Costs and Perception Survey in Ethiopia (WBG 2016) 

Respondents were also asked to split their tot
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Table 4: Ordinary Least Square Estimates of Tax Compliance Costs (only 
Significant Variables Included) 

Variables  Coefficient  Robust Std. 
Err
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tax authority has launched e-filing for larger businesses (and medium business to some 
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