Do Oregonians understand their tax system?
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Co-chairs and members of the committee, my name is Rita Conrad, executive director of the Oregon Progress Board.  Representative Smith requested a short presentation on Oregon Benchmark #33, which measures whether Oregonians have a basic understanding of their tax system.

Oregon Benchmarks are 91 “yardsticks” measuring Oregon’s economic, social and environmental well-being.  The benchmarks measure progress toward the goals in our statewide plan, called Oregon Shines.  

The biennial Oregon Population Survey, coordinated by the Progress Board since 1990, includes the following two questions.  What do you think is the biggest source of revenue for state government and the biggest portion of Oregon’s General Fund spending?  Both questions are multiple-choice.  The assumption is that if an Oregonian can answer both questions correctly, then he or she will have a basic understanding of Oregon’s tax system.  

Last summer, about 3800 people answered both questions.  Here’s what we found on the revenue question:

· The biggest portion, 38.5%, correctly answered Personal Income Tax (which represents over 80% of General Fund revenue).
· Almost as many - nearly a third of all respondents - thought the biggest source of state revenue was Property Tax.

· 16% thought the biggest source of state revenue came from Lottery Revenue and 10% thought it came from Corporate Income Tax.

For the expenditure question, we found that:

· 26.5% correctly answered Education (which represents over half of all General Fund expenditures).
· Nearly an equal amount thought the biggest expenditure was for Human Services.

· The greatest portion of respondents, 35%, attributed the greatest General Fund expenditure to the rather non-descript “Other” category.

· About 12% thought the greatest expenditure was Public Safety.

Only 12.3% of respondents correctly answered both questions.  This is the number we use for Oregon Benchmark #33, “Understanding the Tax System.”  Since 2002, the percentage of the population that can correctly answer both questions is declining and trending away from the 2010 target of 50%.  By last summer, it had fallen to 12.3 percent (from 16.8 percent in 2002).  This means that 88% of Oregonians lack a basic understanding of their tax system.
Background on the Oregon Population Survey

The Progress Board has coordinated the Oregon Population Survey every two years since 1990.  Its purpose is to supply data for numerous Oregon Benchmarks and to provide Oregon-specific data for survey partners and Oregonians in general.

Partners include 17 state agencies and occasionally a federal agency.  They contribute funding and time to the survey project.  In addition, the Office of Economic Analysis serves as technical advisor.

The Oregon Population Survey is a phone survey of over 4,000 households.  Results are scientifically valid.
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