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TAX GAP 
Complexity and Taxpayer Compliance 

Why GAO Did This Study 

Taxes are necessary because they 
fund the services provided by 
government. Several years ago, the 
Internal Revenue Service (IRS) 
estimated that the gross tax gap—the 
difference between taxes owed and 
taxes paid on time—was $345 billion 
for 2001. In the face of large and 
growing deficits, it is important to 
seek out potential causes and 
solutions to the tax gap. 

Achieving high levels of voluntary 
compliance is made more challenging 
as the tax code expands. Tax 
expenditures—preferential 
provisions in the code such as 
exemptions, exclusions, deductions, 
credits, and deferral of tax liability—
have expanded the tax code, more 
than doubling in number since 1974.  

GAO’s statement focuses on four key 
areas: (1) how complexity adds to 
taxpayer burden and economic 
efficiency costs; (2) how 
complexities in reporting income 
contribute to the tax gap;  
(3) how tax expenditures add 
complexity and contribute to the tax 
gap; and (4) possible strategies for 
addressing the tax gap. The statement 
is based largely on GAO’s previous 
work conducted on tax compliance 
issues affecting individual taxpayers 
from 2005 through 2011. 

What GAO Recommends 

GAO does not make any new 
recommendations in this testimony.   

What GAO Found 

The federal tax system contains complex rules. These rules may be necessary, 
for example, to ensure proper measurement of income, target benefits to 
specific taxpayers, and address areas of noncompliance. However, these 
complex rules also impose a wide range of recordkeeping, planning, 
computational, and filing requirements upon businesses and individuals. 
Complying with these requirements costs taxpayers time and money. In 2005 
GAO reviewed existing studies and reported that even using the lowest 
available compliance cost estimates for the personal and corporate income 
tax, combined compliance costs would total $107 billion (roughly 1 percent of 
gross domestic product) per year; other studies estimate costs 1.5 times as 
large. Economic efficiency costs, which are reductions in economic well-being 
caused by changes in behavior due to taxes, are estimated to be even larger.    

Although many taxpayers have simple forms of income, others do not—
especially those who receive income from capital gains, rents, self-
employment, and other sources—and they may be required to do complicated 
calculations and keep detailed records. This complexity can engender errors 
and underpaid taxes. For example, GAO has documented millions of taxpayer 
errors in following complex rules for determining taxpayers’ “basis”—
generally the taxpayer’s investment in a property—in securities they sold or 
corporations they own.   

Tax expenditures add to tax code complexity in part because they require 
taxpayers to learn about, determine their eligibility for, and choose between 
tax expenditures that have similar purposes. Tax expenditures also 
complicate tax planning, as taxpayers must predict their own future 
circumstances as well as future tax rules to make the best choice among 
provisions. Taxpayer errors contribute to the tax gap. For example, in 2001 
taxpayers underreported $6.3 billion in net income due to misreported 
Individual Retirement Arrangement (IRA) distributions. But taxpayers also 
may underclaim benefits to which they are entitled. According to GAO’s past 
analysis, of tax filers who appeared to be eligible for a higher-education tax 
credit or tuition deduction in tax year 2005, about 19 percent, representing 
about 412,000 returns, failed to claim any of them.  

No single approach is likely to fully and cost-effectively address the tax gap, 
but several strategies could improve taxpayer compliance. These strategies 
could require actions by Congress or IRS. For example, Congress can simplify 
the tax code by eliminating some tax expenditures and by making definitions 
more consistent across the tax code. IRS and Congress could take steps to 
enhance information reporting by third parties or expand compliance 
checking before refunds are issued.  

 

View GAO-11-747T or key components. 
For more information, contact Michael Brostek 
at (202) 512-9110 or brostekm@gao.gov. 

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-11-747T
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-11-747T


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Sheetfed Uncoated v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<


    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>



    /HUN <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 6.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 6.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>


    /SKY <>

    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>

    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents suitable for reliable viewing and printing of business documents.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


