
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

KEY FINDINGS 

▪ Nearly all participants accessed 

the Earned Income Tax Credit 

▪ No participants used free local 

services to prepare their taxes 

▪ One-quarter of participants paid 

high costs for tax preparation 

(an average of 12% of their total 

tax refund) 

▪ The most common use of tax 

refunds was bill payment 

▪ Barriers to accessing the EITC 

included educational debt, tax 

preparation errors, and rigidity 

of EITC policy in complex family 

systems 

FINDINGS 

METHOD & SAMPLE 

CHART/ IMAGE 

TITLE 

IMPLICATIONS 

The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is a refundable tax 

credit that has played a critical role in lifting lower 

income working families out of poverty in the U.S. since 

1975. The EITC is one of the federal government’s 

largest anti-poverty programs and has been associated 

with improved maternal and child health and well-

being. To better understand access to this credit, we 

completed two in-depth interviews each with 25 parents 

of young children to document how their work, pay, and 

the specific qualities of public supports affected their 

access to and use of the EITC and other public benefits. 

This research brief focuses on how these parents 

accessed the EITC, how parents used this money, and 

what barriers parents found to accessing the EITC.  

PURPOSE 

www.PittsburghWageStudy.pitt.edu 

@PghWageStudy 

This research is supported by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 

RESEARCH BRIEF 
Earned Income Tax Credit Access | July 2022 

Data are drawn from in-depth interviews completed with 25 parents of children under 12 who qualified 

for the EITC in the last 3 years. All data were collected by a trained interviewer in two phone interviews 

during the summer of 2020. Each participant completed two, semi-structured interviews to understand 

four domains: childbearing and parenthood, work, life milestones, and use and access to public 

benefits, including the EITC.  

The sample was comprised of 25 parents, including 22 mothers, 2 fathers, and 1 non-binary parent. 

Most parents were single. Most parents identified as African American, Black, or Black Latinx. All but 2 

parents had at least a high school diploma or GED and over half the sample had some post-high school 

education. Participants were 32 years old on average (range 24-45) and had an average of 2 children 

(range 1-6). Their average household monthly net income was $2,098 (range $300-$4,774).  

http://www.pittsburghwagestudy.pitt.edu/
https://twitter.com/pghwagestudy
https://twitter.com/pghwagestudy


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

• About three-quarters of participants used this option, which included tax software 
completed by themselves or a friend

• Some had a friend or family member doing their taxes for free; others paid 
approximately $100 for TurboTax or $200 to a friend

• This tax filing approach cost participants less than 1% of their refund on average 
(range: 0-3.64%)

Self, Family, or Friend Used Software or IRS Forms

• About one-quarter of participants used this option

• This was more expensive with costs ranging from $350-$1500

• This tax filing approach cost participants 12% of their refund on average (range: 
4.44-25.71%)

Paid Tax Accountant or Firm

TAX PREPARATION METHODS USED 

UNDERSTANDING THESE RESULTS 

While many participants were using a tax preparation method that 

cost them less than one percent of their refund on average, a portion 

used expensive tax preparation. According to the IRS1, 44% of 

Pennsylvanian filers earning less than $50,000 per year use paid tax 

preparers while only 2% use Voluntary Income Tax Assistance (VITA). 

This trend holds true for Allegheny County as well, with only 2% of 

filers using VITA, while 35% use paid tax preparers. Based on the 

trends, it is not surprising that though nearly all participants in this 

study would qualify for free tax preparation through VITA, none did. 

Only one participant reported knowing a specific location to get their 

taxes done for free. Another participant reported she had previously 

used services through the library, but this method did not enable her 

to access her full refund. Other research2 suggests that the lack of 

uptake of VITA programs may be due to them being inconvenient (e.g., 

location, length of time it takes to complete taxes) or that their 

processes feel stigmatizing, similar to critiques of accessing other 

public benefits. In contrast, our participants reported that even when 

their paid tax preparers were expensive, they found them convenient 

and trustworthy.  

1 IRS, 2019; 2 Halpern-Meekin, Edin, Tach, & Sykes, 2015 

“For as long as I've been 

getting my taxes done, 

I've been going to the 

same place. I was told I 

could do it by myself for 

free. But I’ve been just 

going through the same 

place and they take out 

their little portion, I don't 

know, between $300 and 

$500. It's definitely 

something I need. I don't 

know why I keep going to 

the same place.”  

Mother of One  
 

 

 

 

https://www.irs.gov/statistics/soi-tax-stats-individual-income-tax-return-form-1040-statistics
https://www.ucpress.edu/book/9780520275355/its-not-like-im-poor


 

 

 

 

Participants most commonly used their refund to pay for bills. Some paid unpaid bills or paid down credit 

card loans while others paid ahead on rent, car payments, and utilities. By paying ahead on bills, 

participants reported being able to limit the monthly financial struggle by eliminating a bill, even if only for 

a few months. Large costs were another common use, most frequently purchasing furniture or appliances.   

A number of categories capture how tax refunds are used to cover basic necessities, including children’s 

clothing and shoes, household items, and school supplies. Another primary use was for leisure. Participants 

reported the EITC facilitating otherwise unaffordable family vacations, which were important for visiting 

family and enriching children’s life experiences. Technology and toys for children were also included in this 

category. Rarely parents used the money to save for emergencies or shared the money with family or 

friends.  

 

  

USE OF TAX REFUND  

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Bills

Furniture

Leisure (e.g., toys, family vacation)

Children's Clothes & Shoes

Household Items (e.g., toiletries)

Car Purchase & Maintenance

Saving

Payment to Family or Friend

School Supplies

The most common use of tax refunds was bill payment

 

“We just used it to get things for our house and get things for the 

baby and furniture for the house. We also got a bed and hygienic 

things to have in the bathroom like toilet paper and hand sanitizer, 

hand soap, things like that, curtains and mats.”  
 
Mother of Two  
 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Educational Debt 

Many low-income parents pursue higher education in order to get better jobs. In some cases, they 

are compelled to complete educational programs to receive cash assistance through TANF. Though 

these educational programs do not always lead to jobs, low-paid parents’ accrued educational debt 

can haunt those who cannot make the payments on their student loans. Some parents reported 

currently or formerly having lower or no tax refund as a result of their educational debt.  

Complexity in Claiming Children 

EITC policies are not flexible by family structure. 

When put in the context of multi-household 

families or complicated family relationships, the 

policy can make accessing EITC money 

challenging. Some parents described methods to 

compensate family members involved in 

childrearing. In some cases, they could split who 

claimed which children, a practice that is 

considered “improper” by the IRS, or by divvying 

up the return. However, these processes didn’t 

always work out and a few mothers were blocked 

from accessing the EITC by fathers who were not 

contributing to their children’s care. The lack of 

flexibility in the policy puts the burden on parents 

to navigate a rigid policy through the reality of 

complex family structures.  

 

“See the thing is, for me, I only claim 

two of my kids. So, my daughter well, 

their dad claims my daughter. … I don't 

think I made a good decision on that 

because I'm the sole provider 

throughout the year. So, I really don't 

feel like he should be claiming her, 

because she's with me and I care for 

her financially and everything else. But 

it was just a stupid choice on my part.”  

Mother of Three  

 

BARRIERS TO ACCESSING THE EITC  

Tax Withholding or Preparation Errors  

As precarity increases, many workers frequently change 

jobs. Contract work is also increasingly common. The 

complexity of the tax system and the ways that different 

employers report income, such as that contract employers 

often do not withhold taxes, contributes to taxpayers’ 

confusion. Workers in this study sometimes lost access to 

their tax refund when they realized they owed at tax time or 

after an audit revealed they owed back taxes. Though 

relatively rare in the sample, these situations were all due to 

failing to realize that their employer was not withholding 

taxes, which was made even more complex when workers 

changed jobs frequently or worked multiple jobs.  

“I didn't know because when I 

first started at [the nursing 

home] I was an independent 

contractor. They didn't start 

taking our taxes, so I didn't 

know.”  

Mother of Three  
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RECOMMENDATION 1:  

EXPAND ACCESS TO HIGH QUALITY, LOW-COST TAX PREPARATION SERVICES 

All of the participants in this study were low-income, and most were experiencing material 

hardship. Despite this, none of them used locally available, low-cost or free tax services, which is in 

line with broader tax trends. However, there are some consequences to this. For one, some parents 

paid very high costs for their taxes. Additionally, paid tax preparers seemed to do little to educate 

taxpayers about their refunds and the benefits they were receiving. This is a missed opportunity to 

help parents navigate barriers to accessing their full benefit, such as complex family situations, 

dealing with educational debt, or ensuring income from contract work is appropriately filed.  

• Research the reasons why filers may use pre-paid rather than free tax preparation services 

• Increase awareness about locally available, high quality, low-cost or free tax preparation 

services 

• Invest in these services to address barriers, support awareness, and ensure capacity to 

serve a larger sector of the community 

RECOMMENDATION 2:  

EDUCATE THE PUBLIC ABOUT THE EARNED INCOME TAX CREDIT 

Few participants were aware of how much of their refund was the EITC. Many people’s responses 

suggested significant misunderstandings about the EITC, taxes, and how their income was affected 

by these factors. This is not surprising given the complexity of the U.S. tax code and the challenges 

of the modern workforce, which means people are more frequently changing positions and an 

expansion of jobs where employers are not responsible for tax withholding (e.g., independent 

contractors). Overall, much more could be done to help taxpayers understand the EITC. We 

recommend that we invest in public education to: 

• Dispel common tax myths and improve financial literacy related to taxes 

• Educate people about supports, such as low-cost and free tax preparation and consultation 

• Suggest solutions to common barriers to accessing full tax refunds 

RECOMMENDATION 3:  

IMPROVE TAX LAW AND ADMINISTRATION 

Though participants did not directly describe the tax system as confusing, a portion turned to 

expensive tax preparation services to ensure their taxes were done correctly. Simplifying the tax 

system could help parents save on tax preparation. Additionally, parents’ use of the EITC suggests 

the need for a regular monthly infusion and a larger refund annually. A permanent extended child 

tax credit could help parents pay for bills, clothes, and household supplies. Meanwhile an annual 

lump sum is beneficial for purchasing furniture, appliances, and cars. Both are necessities and a 

combined policy would better support parents and relieve the stressors associated with financial 

insecurity and material hardship.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

mailto:kess.ballentine@wayne.edu

