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EITC DEMONSTRATION PROJECT:
USING CHILD SUPPORT ENFORCEMENT INFORMATION TO IDENTIFY
ELIGIBLE FAMILIES AND INCREASE EITC RECEIPT
Introduction
This paper presents findings from an implementation analysis of an EITC (Earned Income Tax
Credit) demonstration project conducted in two cities, Nashville, Tennessee and Baltimore,
Maryland. The project built on initial work in Nashville, which tested and proved the feasibility of
using data from child support records to identify parents potentially eligible to receive the EITC.
This project applied the concepts tested in the feasibility study to identify potentially eligible parents
and refer them to free tax-filing services. This paper documents the steps we used to identify
potentially eligible parents, the sources of data for our analysis, and the process involved in
contacting and referring parents for assistance in preparing their taxes. It also presents some
information on the parents we estimated to be eligible for the EITC and the lessons learned from
the demonstration.

Background
The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is an important tax credit for eligible workers with children.
Past research shows that the EITC has helped increase employment, reduce welfare receipt, and
decrease poverty. As one researcher noted, “Research indicates that families use the EITC to pay for
necessities, repair homes and vehicles that are needed to commute to work, and in some cases, to
help boost their employability and earning power by obtaining additional education or training.”1 In
2003, over 22 million EITC claims were filed nationally and U.S. Census data for that year indicate
that the EITC lifted 4.4 million people out of poverty, including 2.4 million children.2
The EITC can be claimed simply by filing a federal tax return.3 For the 2007 tax year, qualifying
parents could receive up to $2,853 in federal EITC benefits if they were raising one child and up to
$4,716 if they were raising more than one child. Individuals with no children in the home could also
be eligible for up to $428 in EITC benefits if they were single and their income was below $12,590
Greenstein, Robert (2005), The Earned Income Tax Credit: Boosting Employment, Aiding the Working Poor, Center for Budget
and Policy Priorities (Washington, D.C.).
1

2

Ibid., page 3.

The EITC is a refundable tax credit so that if a worker’s income tax liability is less than the amount of the credit for
which he or she qualifies, the worker can receive the credit as a refund.
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per year or if they were married and their income was below $14,950 per year. In addition to federal
EITC benefits, some states (e.g., Maryland) offer their own EITC refunds.
Despite these potential benefits, many eligible workers do not claim the EITC for a variety of
reasons. These reasons may include:
•
•
•
•

•
•

Workers may not be aware of the credit.
New workers just entering the labor force may not have experience filing tax forms.
Workers whose earnings are below the IRS requirement for filing a tax return may not
realize they must file a return to receive the EITC.
If they were not eligible in the past, workers may not understand that they may be able to
claim the EITC if their earnings were reduced due to employment change or another factor,
or if their family status changed.
Foster care parents and grandparents raising grandchildren may not realize that they could
be eligible.
Workers may not realize that free tax filing assistance is available to apply for the credit.

Researchers estimate that 14 to 25 percent of those eligible for EITC benefits do not receive them.4
Policy makers and advocates would like to ensure that all workers who are eligible for the EITC
claim it in hopes of increasing the incomes of low-income workers and reducing poverty.
Child support agencies are in a unique position to assist in identifying workers who are potentially
eligible for the EITC. First, most families in the child support system are low-income and thus may
qualify for the EITC. In 1997, for example, 5.7 million (68 percent) of IV-D families had an income
under $30,000.5 Second, child support agencies maintain or have access to current information such
as earnings and custody of children that could be used to identify persons potentially eligible for the
EITC.
A key requirement of eligibility for the EITC is that a qualifying child must live with the worker for
more than half the year. For child support cases, this would usually mean that the worker has
custody of a child and is a recipient of child support payments (i.e., a “payee”). However, some
parents who owe child support (“payors”) will also be eligible for the EITC as stepparents or
because they have custody of other children. Single individuals with no children in the home may
also be eligible if their income is below $12,100 per year. In these cases, increasing applications for
Zedlewski, S., Adams, G., Dubay, L. and Kenny, G. (2006), Is there a System Supporting Low-Income Working Families? (The
Urban Institute).

4

5 Lyon, Matthew (2002), Characteristics of Families Using Title IV-D Services in 1997, Assistant Secretary for Planning and
Evaluation, DHHS.
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the EITC can increase the tax refunds of these parents which can then be intercepted through the
Federal Tax Refund Offset Program and the amount applied to past due child support obligations.
This would benefit poor families that are owed child support.
In addition to the potential benefits to families, child support agencies may realize benefits through
increased child support collections. Perhaps an even more important benefit, however, is the good
will and better relations child support agencies may foster among both custodial and noncustodial
parents. That is, the child support agency would be assisting them in a way that is non-controversial
and non-confrontational and that provides a monetary benefit to families. This could help promote
better cooperation from parents when the child support agency needs their assistance.

The Sites
The two sites we selected for the demonstration, the cities of Nashville and Baltimore, were chosen
primarily for convenience. That is, the investigators had access to child support and income
information from those two cities and the cooperation from the state and local IV-D directors to
conduct the demonstration. In addition, the cities house a relatively low-income population that we
suspected would benefit from the EITC. At the time we proposed the project, Census statistics
showed the following about the two sites:
•

•

Baltimore, Maryland: Baltimore City had a population of 629,000, 21.5 percent of whom
were described as living in poverty. Sixty four percent of the population was Black or
African American and 1.7 percent were of Hispanic or Latino origin.
Nashville, Tennessee: Davidson County, which includes the City of Nashville, had a
population of 578,698, 15.7 percent of whom were living in poverty. Davidson County had a
lower proportion of Black/African American persons (27.5%) and a higher proportion of
persons of Hispanic or Latino origin (6.6%) compared to Baltimore City.

Exhibit 1 below shows the number and percentage of returns claiming the EITC for Baltimore City
and Davidson County for the 2001 tax year. At 29 percent for Baltimore City and 19 percent for
Davidson County, both jurisdictions had relatively high rates of returns claiming the EITC. This
compares to 15.1 percent for all returns nationally, 12 percent in Maryland, and 19.2 percent in
Tennessee.6

6 Berube, Alan and Tiffany Thatcher (2004), The “State” of Low Wage Workers: How the EITC Benefits Urban and Rural
Communities in the 50 States (The Brookings Institution Center on Urban and Metropolitan Policy: Washington, D.C.).
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Exhibit 1
EITC Claimed in Baltimore City and Davidson County
Percentage of
Number of Returns
Jurisdiction
Number of Returns
Returns Claiming
Claiming the EITC
the EITC
Baltimore City
252,622
72,865
29%
Davidson County
270,569
50,658
19%
Source: The Brookings Institution, Metropolitan Project, Interactive Data, 2004.

EITC Amount
Claimed
$136,977,778
$89,341,908

The Partners
Part of the success of this project involved locating free tax filing assistance for the potentially
EITC-eligible low income parents. In Baltimore City, we teamed with the Baltimore CASH
Campaign to provide this assistance. The Baltimore CASH campaign is a collaborative effort by a
coalition that includes foundations, nonprofit organizations, community-based organizations,
Baltimore City government agencies, and the Internal Revenue Service. The coalition works to
promote economic stability for and empower low-income households in the Baltimore area. It
receives part of its funding from the Annie E. Casey Foundation. One of its major initiatives is to
assist low-income taxpayers with free income tax preparation. It also conducts marketing and
outreach about the EITC and the dangers and costs of Rapid Anticipation Loans. Since 2001, the
Baltimore CASH Campaign has assisted over 12,000 low-income taxpayers with free income tax
preparation and financial services. The services have resulted in over $23 million in Federal refunds,
over $12 million in Federal EITC, over $6.4 million in Maryland State refunds and over $2.9 million
in saved tax preparation fees.
The Baltimore CASH campaign maintained over a dozen offices in Baltimore. It provided the
project with brochures and maps — both in English and Spanish — so that potentially eligible
EITC recipients identified through the project could call a toll free number and make an
appointment for assistance.
In Nashville, we developed a linkage with the Nashville Wealth Building Alliance (NWBA) to
provide taxpayer assistance. NWBA is a broad-based collaboration which includes banks, local
businesses, the Tennessee Department of Human Services, and the United Way of Metropolitan
Nashville. This collaboration promotes financial stability for low- and moderate-income individuals
and families of Nashville/Davidson County. It assists these individuals and families in taxpayer
preparation. The United Way maintains a 2-1-1 number which connects people to the tax
preparation services. For our project, we referred potentially eligible EITC recipients to United
Way’s toll free number and United Way referred callers to a specific local site for an appointment.
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The Database
The main source of data for the project came from the child support information systems at the two
sites. We supplemented this information with earnings data from each state’s unemployment
insurance (UI) wage records. The data elements we extracted included those necessary for estimating
EITC eligibility (e.g., income, number of children) and contact information (e.g., addresses,
telephone numbers). As shown in Exhibit 5 below, the data extraction captured the key elements
necessary to qualify parents for EITC eligibility, with some conditions.
Exhibit 2
EITC Eligibility Requirements and Source
EITC General Eligibility Requirements for Families
Information Source and Limitations
(Custodial Parents)
Earned income test. Generally, for 2007 workers must
The child support agency had access to current
earn less than $39,783 per year if more than one child
earnings from employment through quarterly wage
and married; $35,241 if one child and married. (Income
information. In Tennessee, we had direct access to the
limits are lower if workers are not married.)
UI data maintained by the state. In Baltimore, we
accessed the information through the Jacob France
Institute at the University of Baltimore, which serves
as the repository for UI information in Maryland.
Relationship test. Workers must meet a relationship test We will assume relationship status based on the
parent’s custodial status, which is a field in the child
with an eligible child. A child must be a son, daughter,
support system.
stepchild, grandchild or adopted child. In addition, the
child could also be a brother, sister, stepbrother, or
stepsister or children of such relatives, if cared for in the
home.
Residency test. A “qualifying child” must live with the
Residency will be inferred from custodial status in the
worker for more than half of the year.
child support system.
Age of child. The child must be under age 19, or under
The child support system has the ages of all children,
24 if a full time student, or disabled.
but not student or disability status.
EITC General Eligibility Requirements for Workers
Information Source and Limitations
(Non-Custodial Parents)
Earned income test. Generally, for 2007 workers must
The child support agency had access to current
earn less than $12,590 per year if they are single or
earnings from employment through quarterly wage
$14,590 if they are married.
information, as described above. The agency does not
have current information on the marital status of noncustodial parents. Thus, we used the higher amount
($14,590) as our threshold for estimating EITC
eligibility.
Age of worker. A qualifying worker must be at least 25
The child support system has the age of the nonyears of age and under 65 years of age.
custodial parent.

The use of quarterly wage data requires some additional discussion. Those data are typically not
available until several months after the end of a calendar quarter. Since we needed to pre-qualify
parents based on their 2007 earned income and needed to contact them early in 2008 with
information about free tax-filing assistance, we could not wait until we had final quarterly earnings
information for the entire 2007 calendar year. Thus, we had to estimate annual earnings based on
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what 2007 earnings data we did have. In Nashville, we had two quarters of earnings data on which
to base our estimates. For Baltimore City, we had three quarters of earnings data.
Further, as noted in Exhibit 2, we had to make some assumptions in our estimates because we did
not know the current marital status of any of the parents in the child support database. The
qualifying income thresholds are higher for married families than for single workers. In order to be
as inclusive as possible in our estimates, we used the higher income limits for married workers when
we estimated EITC eligibility.

The Approach
The approach we used to qualify parents for and notify them about their potential EITC eligibility
and free tax assistance included the following steps:
•

Match the child support records to the quarterly earnings data. As discussed above, we
created our own match in Nashville, but contracted with the University of Baltimore to
conduct the match in Baltimore. We provided Social Security Numbers to the University and
they matched the SSNs against the employment security earnings database and the
University returned the matched file to us. We merged the child support and earnings
information into a single file for analysis and then cleaned the file.

•

Edit the combined database. We first screened out all cases that did not have a child support
order greater than $0 per month. This decreased the data file in Baltimore City from over
90,000 to 34,845 cases and in Nashville from over 30,000 to 17,925 cases. From the smaller
combined databases, we created separate analysis files for (1) custodial parents with one
child, (2) custodial parents with two or more children, and (3) noncustodial parents. This
step was necessary because of the different income thresholds associated with each family
group and also because of duplicate entries for many parents. That is, a child support case is
defined by the association of a custodial parent, a noncustodial parent, and one or more
children. As a result, there may be multiple cases involving a custodial or noncustodial
parent because of children born from different relationships.
Using the separate files, we calculated an estimated 2007 income for the parents using the
quarterly wage data. We then edited the files to eliminate possible outliers or cases that did
not meet one of the EITC eligibility criteria. For example, we eliminated all cases in which
the parent did not have any quarterly earnings based on the wage data and noncustodial
parents who were not over the ages of 25 and 64 years.

6
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A final edit deleted the cases from each file that did not meet the EITC income threshold.
For custodial parents with one child, we used an income threshold of $35,241. For custodial
parents with two or more children, we used $39,783 and for noncustodial parents, we used
$14,590.
•

Select address information. Mail through the U.S. Postal Services was the method we used to
contact parents about their potential eligibility for EITC benefits. This required that we have
mailing addresses for every parent. The child support systems in both Nashville and
Baltimore typically include multiple addresses for several reasons. Parents may have one
residence address, a work address, and multiple addresses for receipt of notices, child
support payments, etc. The databases also list addresses as different if one has an apartment
number and another does not or if the address is the same except for a different zip code. It
was not unusual to find parents with as many as five different addresses listed in the
database.
Since we elected to send only one notice about the free tax-filing services to each parent and
we were only offering the service in a limited area, we had to choose one mailing address
that was local (i.e., parents with no addresses or with out-of-state addresses were eliminated).
We typically chose the mailing address, if that address was specifically noted, or we chose the
most current address on file if we were not able to select a best address.

•

Prepare a file for the mail house. We worked with a mail house in each city to execute the
mailing. To do this, we created a single data file — using specifications from the mail houses
about their needs — that included all parents to whom we wanted to send a notice.

•

Prepare a mailing packet. We prepared a mailing packet that included informational flyers for
contacting the free tax filing service in each city. The flyers included a note that the
information was sent by the child support agency in Nashville/Baltimore. They were printed
in both English and Spanish. (A sample of the flyers used in Baltimore and Nashville are
attached in Appendix A.)

•

Mail the letter/tax-filing notice. The mail houses printed the flyers and envelopes, stuffed
the envelopes, and posted the letters. The return address on the envelopes was the child
support agency in that city. The mailings took place the first week of January 2008 to ensure
that parents received the notice prior to filing their own returns or seeking assistance from
paid tax preparers.
The final tally of mailings was:

Center for Public Policy Studies
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Group
Custodial parents (1 child)
Custodial parents (2 or more children)
Noncustodial parents
TOTAL

Nashville
6,052
2,214
3,001
11,627

Baltimore
10,623
5,762
5,680
22,065

Although we did not have each child support agency keep track of the amount of mail returned for a
bad address — it would have been a difficult task given all the mail they receive every day — both
child support agencies did report that they received very little return mail. We therefore feel
confident that almost all the parents received the mailing.

Profile of the Parents
From the data elements we captured about parents from each child support system, we prepared
tables that display some background information for those parents to whom we sent the tax filing
information. Exhibits 3, 4 and 5 display the information for custodial parents with one child,
custodial parents with two or more children, and noncustodial parents respectively.
In each exhibit, we need to re-emphasize that the data on estimated annual earnings comes from
partial earnings information as reported by employers to each state’s employment security agency. In
a subsequent section of this report, we discuss some of the challenges imposed by using those data
generally. Here, however, we want to note that the estimates are based on 2007 quarterly wage
information available as of early December 2007. In Nashville, this included earnings for the first
two quarters of 2007 only (i.e., January through June 2007). To estimate annual income, then, we
added the two quarters of data and multiplied by two to arrive at estimated annual earnings. In
Baltimore, we had three quarters of 2007 earnings data (i.e., January through September 2007). To
estimate annual income, we averaged the data for the three quarters and multiplied by four. This
approximation method is imprecise; however, in the Nashville feasibility study that preceded the full
demonstration, we found that our 2007 estimates using one quarter of earnings data was significantly
correlated (99 percent level of confidence) with actual 2006 earnings data. Thus, we believe our
estimates fairly well reflect what actual 2007 earnings would have been if we had all four quarters of
earnings data.
Of particular interest in Exhibit 3, as well as in Exhibits 4 and 5, is the similarity/difference in
estimated annual incomes for parents in Nashville compared to those in Baltimore. Exhibit 3
displays the incomes of the custodial parents with one child who we estimated may be eligible for
EITC benefits and thus who received the tax-filing assistance information. For one child families,
custodial parents in Nashville had approximately the same mean estimated 2007 earnings as
custodial parents in Baltimore. The estimated earnings among noncustodial parents in these cases,
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for those parents with reported earnings, were higher in Nashville than in Baltimore. This general
pattern — similar average earnings among custodial parents, but substantially different average
earnings among noncustodial parents — holds for custodial parents with two or more children in
the two cities. The data on monthly child support orders supports the difference between the two
cities in noncustodial parent incomes. That is, average child support orders among noncustodial
parents in Nashville are significantly higher than support orders in Baltimore. Yet, in both cities, the
annualized order amounts, if paid, represent about 20 percent of the annual estimated earnings.
A further observation about Exhibit 3 is that the information about assistance type needs further
investigation. It seems unrealistic that 95 percent of custodial parents receiving child support
services in Baltimore have never been TANF recipients or that the assistance type for approximately
50 percent of custodial parent cases in Nashville is not known.
While we do not have age information for custodial parents in Baltimore, the ages of the one child
in the family are about the same in both sites.
Exhibit 3
Custodial Parents (One Child) Potentially Eligible for EITC Benefits
(% of Custodial Parents)
Variable
Age of Parent
 < 25 years
 25 – 30 years
 31 – 35 years
 36 – 40 years
 41 – 45 years
 46 – 50 years
 > 50 years
 Mean age
Age of Child
 5 years or younger
 6 – 10 years
 11 – 15 years
 > 15 years
 Mean
Assistance Type
 Current assistance
 Former assistance
 Never assistance
 Unknown

Center for Public Policy Studies

Nashville, Tennessee
(n = 6,052)
6.9%
30.9%
25.9%
19.0%
10.6%
4.5%
2.2%
(34 years)

Baltimore, Maryland
(n = 10,623)

Not
Captured

21.3%
31.4%
30.2%
17.1%
(10 years)

17.1%
30.7%
32.9%
19.3%
(11 years)

30.9%
19.2%
2.0%
47.9%

4.6%
—
95.3%
0.1%
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Exhibit 3
Custodial Parents (One Child) Potentially Eligible for EITC Benefits
(% of Custodial Parents)
Variable
Monthly Support Due
 $1 - $150
 $151 - $250
 $251 - $500
 $501 - $750
 $751 - $1,000
 > $1,000
 Mean monthly support due
2007 Estimated Annual Income
 $1 - $999
 $1,000 - $5,000
 $5,001 - $10,000
 $10,001 - $15,000
 $15,001 - $20,000
 $20,001 - $25,000
 $25,501 - $30,000
 $30,001 - $35,241
 Mean annual income (est.)
NCP Estimated Annual Income
 < $5,000
 $5,000 - $10,000
 $10,001 - $14,951
 > $14,951
 No income information
 Mean annual income (est.)

Nashville, Tennessee
(n = 6,052)

Baltimore, Maryland
(n = 10,623)

6.1%
28.6%
50.2%
11.5%
2.5%
1.1%
($341)

15.7%
50.0%
29.6%
3.9%
0.6%
0.1%
($243)

1.2%
13.2%
14.0%
13.8%
13.9%
16.3%
15.4%
12.2%
($17,422)

1.1%
12.9%
13.1%
12.0%
14.8%
15.7%
16.5%
13.9%
($18,022)

16.3%
6.5%
6.2%
35.7%
42.2%
($20,437)

11.0%
6.8%
5.3%
38.4%
38.6%
($15,289)

The patterns shown in Exhibit 3 for custodial parents with one supported child are similar in
Exhibit 4 for two or more supported children. As expected, however, the age of the oldest child is a
bit higher (about two years) for families with two or more children compared to families with one
child and the monthly support order amounts are higher on average, reflecting the increased number
of children covered by the order.
The income data in Exhibits 3 and 4 reflect other problems with using quarterly reported earnings
data to estimate annual income. Among these problems are that UI data do not cover all earners or
those who work in the underground economy. Unfortunately, there are not other good sources of
earnings data. Past research has indicated that self reports or reports from others about income (e.g.,
custodial parents’ reports about the income of noncustodial parents), typically under- or over-report
actual income.
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Exhibit 4
Custodial Parents (Two or More Children) Potentially Eligible for EITC Benefits
(% of Custodial Parents)
Variable
Age of Parent
 < 25 years
 25 – 30 years
 31 – 35 years
 36 – 40 years
 41 – 45 years
 46 – 50 years
 > 50 years
 Mean age
Number of Children
 Two
 Three
 Four or more
Age of Oldest Child
 5 years or younger
 6 – 10 years
 11 – 15 years
 > 15 years
 Mean
Custodial Parent Assistance Type
 Current assistance
 Former assistance
 Never assistance
 Unknown
Monthly Support Due
 $1 - $150
 $151 - $250
 $251 - $500
 $501 - $750
 $751 - $1,000
 > $1,000
 Mean monthly support due
2007 Estimated Annual Income
 $1 - $999
 $1,000 - $5,000
 $5,001 - $10,000
 $10,001 - $20,000
 $20,001 - $30,000
 $30,001 - $39,784
 Mean annual income (est.)
NCP Estimated Annual Income
 < $5,000
 $5,000 - $10,000
 $10,001 - $14,951
 > $14,951
 No income information
 Mean annual income (est.)

Center for Public Policy Studies

Nashville, Tennessee
(n = 2,214)
4.2%
27.3%
26.7%
23.5%
12.1%
3.7%
2.3%
(35 years)

Baltimore, Maryland
(n = 5,762)

Not
Captured

77.0%
18.2%
4.8%

69.9%
21.7%
8.4%

10.4%
28.8%
32.0%
29.0%
(12 years)

4.3%
21.9%
34.6%
39.2%
(13 years)

32.3%
20.7%
1.6%
45.3%

7.7%
—
92.2%
0.1%

6.0%
12.1%
44.9%
22.9%
8.4%
5.7%
($482)

13.5%
33.4%
41.0%
8.7%
2.6%
0.7%
($303)

1.2%
13.7%
15.0%
26.2%
28.9%
15.0%
($17,892)

1.0%
15.5%
14.2%
28.7%
25.6%
15.0%
($17,353)

8.5%
7.0%
4.8%
34.6%
43.1%
($18,746)

11.1%
6.5%
5.4%
35.2%
41.7%
($13,529)
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Child support administrators are typically skeptical of using UI data as a source of income
information because so many workers earn income outside the system. The large proportion of
noncustodial parents who had no reported income in Exhibit 3 (42.2% in Nashville and 38.6% in
Baltimore) and in Exhibit 4 (43.1% in Nashville and 41.7% in Baltimore) lends support to this
skepticism. Yet, in the absence of more accurate sources, we are left with UI data as the only factual
source of income information.
Reflective of their lower estimated average annual earnings, noncustodial parents in Baltimore
(Exhibit 5) had significantly lower average monthly support orders than their counterparts in
Nashville ($237 and $340 per month, respectively). This lower average level of support is in spite of
the fact that noncustodial parents in Baltimore are supporting somewhat larger families (1.5 children
on average in Baltimore compared to 1.3 children on average in Nashville).
Exhibit 5
Noncustodial Parents Potentially Eligible for EITC Benefits
(% of Noncustodial Parents)
Variable
Age of Parent
 25 – 30 years
 31 – 35 years
 36 – 40 years
 41 – 45 years
 46 – 50 years
 51 – 65 years
 Mean age
Number of Children
 One
 Two
 Three
 Four or more
 Mean number of children
Age of Oldest Child
 5 years or younger
 6 – 10 years
 11 – 15 years
 > 15 years
 Mean
Custodial Parent Assistance Type
 Current assistance
 Former assistance
 Never assistance
 Unknown

12

Nashville, Tennessee
(n = 3,001)

Baltimore, Maryland
(n = 5,680)

30.6%
26.4%
20.6%
13.2%
6.1%
3.2%
(36 years)

28.2%
25.4%
22.8%
14.0%
6.7%
2.9%
(36 years)

74.2%
19.8%
4.5%
1.5%
(1.3 children)

65.9%
23.4%
7.3%
3.4%
(1.5 children)

20.4%
31.9%
27.4%
20.3%
(10 years)

16.0%
29.2%
30.5%
24.2%
(11 years)

27.5%
19.4%
2.1%
51.0%

11.3%
—
88.3%
0.4%

Center for Public Policy Studies

Exhibit 5
Noncustodial Parents Potentially Eligible for EITC Benefits
(% of Noncustodial Parents)
Variable
Monthly Support Due
 $1 - $150
 $151 - $250
 $251 - $500
 $501 - $750
 $751 - $1,000
 > $1,000
 Mean monthly support due
2007 Estimated Annual Income
 $1 - $999
 $1,000 - $2,500
 $2,501 - $5,000
 $5,001 - $7,500
 $7,501 - $10,000
 $10,001 - $12,500
 $12,501 - $14,950
 Mean annual income (est.)

Nashville, Tennessee
(n = 3,001)

Baltimore, Maryland
(n = 5,680)

6.3%
29.0%
50.0%
10.8%
2.7%
1.2%
($340)

15.7%
50.5%
30.0%
3.0%
0.5%
0.2%
($237)

8.4%
14.3%
17.9%
15.8%
15.2%
15.0%
13.5%
($18,068)

11.7%
14.3%
18.0%
15.9%
14.8%
13.1%
12.2%
($6,369)

Replicating the Program in Other Jurisdictions
This demonstration project was a success from the standpoint that we were able to (1) use child
support data and link them to state employment security earnings data, (2) calculate estimated annual
earnings and estimate potential eligibility for EITC benefits, (3) team with agencies in Nashville and
Baltimore to offer free tax-filing services, and (4) notify parents about their potential EITC eligibility
and the tax-filing services early in 2008.
Unfortunately, we were not able to evaluate the success of those implementation efforts by
following up with parents to learn if they had used the tax-filing services and if they received EITC
benefits or learning from the tax filing agencies how many parents we referred actually used the
services. As discussed in the challenges below, an evaluation would have required substantial
additional resources that we were not able to secure. Regardless of this obstacle, we proved that the
approach can work.
Merits
•

Data were available: This demonstration required data from two sources: each city’s child
support files and UI earnings data. These two sources include almost all the information
needed to assess potential eligibility, with the exception of marital status and complete
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earnings. Some experience manipulating large databases is needed, but should not be an
obstacle to getting the basic information.
•

Cooperative partners: The demonstration project required cooperation from the local and
state IV-D directors in both cities/states and, in Baltimore, an agreement with the state’s
employment security agency regarding the use of earnings data. It also required that we find
partners willing to provide free tax-filing assistance to low-income families. One of the
project staff successfully coordinated this effort to locate and recruit cooperation from our
partners.

•

Relatively inexpensive: With the right personnel, local child support data analysts could
conduct the matches and prepare the files necessary to conduct the mailing. Initially, many
hours will be needed to examine the data and make decisions about what and what not to
include. Further, there are costs for printing the packet of materials and mailing costs for
preparing the envelopes and postage, although it is possible that the child support agency
could do its own mailing, which may cut down on the costs for that service.

Challenges
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•

Use of state employment security (UI) data: Each state defines criteria that determine who is
required to submit quarterly earnings data to the state employment security agency and
which workers are included in the final report. The state reports do not cover all workers.
Among those excluded are self employed workers and federal employees (including military
employees), as well as others. Further, the UI reports only include wage and salary earnings,
not income from other sources (e.g., bonuses, winnings, investments). As a result, the data
analysis by definition excludes some potentially eligible people who do not have reported
earnings and may include some ineligible people whose actual incomes are higher than their
reported earnings.

•

Use of incomplete quarterly wage data to estimate annual earnings: We had to estimate
annual earnings from two quarters of data in Nashville and three quarters of data in
Baltimore. Based on a prior feasibility study we completed, we believe the estimates are good
approximations of actual earnings for the groups we examined, but not necessarily for each
individual.

•

Assumptions: For lack of information to the contrary, we assumed that the custodial parent
had been the custodial parent for at least six months, one of the EITC eligibility criteria.
Although we made no assumptions about marital status, we prequalified some people for
benefits even though they may, in fact, not be eligible.
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•

Evaluation: We were not able to raise the money to conduct an evaluation of the EITC
demonstration to understand the effects our work had on the families in the two cities. In
truth, outcomes data would be difficult to gather. Ideally, we would want to know which
parents (1) went to the agencies we referred them to for free tax-filing services, (2) were
eligible and applied for EITC benefits, and (3) received benefits and what the amount of the
benefit was. Although we had access to the SSNs for the individuals we referred, we could
not access the information we wanted because IRS regulations surrounding confidentiality
prevent agencies from releasing this information on an individual basis. Getting the
information in the aggregate may still be a possibility, but it requires some work.
An alternative approach to capturing the information is through telephone interviews with
or mailed surveys administered to the parents we originally contacted. While the child
support database does have considerable contact information, mounting a survey would
have been expensive and would only reach a sample of the parents. Furthermore, it would
have included both people who used and did not use the tax-filing services. This would have
made it difficult to generalize usage or EITC benefit receipt from parental self reports.

•

Data confidentiality: the project approach requires working with confidential data on
individuals and families. Access to those data was facilitated by the fact that the child
support operations in the two cities are privatized and the staff for the project at the time
were employees of the private service provider. The data were accessed through the
provider’s secure network and information sharing with our partners did not include any
protected information. Replicating this project in other jurisdictions could be done by other
private providers or by staff who are employed by the local/state child support agency.

Conclusion
This project was conceived in the hope that we could help low-income families increase their
family’s available income by taking advantage of existing tax regulations that give a refund to
workers with low to modest earnings. We learned that it is possible to identify and contact
potentially eligible parents for EITC benefits using information from the states’ child support
agency and the employment security agency. Further, we learned that this work can be completed
fairly quickly once a clean database is available for use.
We sent information about the EITC and tax-filing services to over 33,000 parents. While we do not
know how many of these parents took advantage of the services available, we hope many did and
even if they did not we hope it raised their awareness about the EITC and the potential eligibility for
those benefits.
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We believe that more work needs to be done to identify what workers know and do not know about
the EITC, why they do not apply for EITC benefits if they are eligible, and what effects the receipt
of EITC benefits has on family income and well being. For the 2007 tax year, the maximum federal
EITC benefit for a family with two or more children and earning somewhat less than $38,000 was
$4,716. This represents a potential addition of more than 12 percent to the family’s gross income, a
substantial benefit to a low-income family. Public policy initiatives could help ensure that all eligible
families receive this additional help.
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APPENDIX A
FLYERS SENT TO PARENTS
IN BALTIMORE AND NASHVILLE

Make Tax
Time Pay—for You!
Claim the Tax Benefits
You’ve Earned

Get up to$4,716
$4,536 with the Earned Income Credit!
You may be able to get a Child Tax Credit too!
If you worked in 2007,
2006, had children living
with you and earned less than about $38,000
$36,000

or
Did not have children living with you
and earned less than about $13,000
$12,000

You could qualify!
For more information:

You are being sent this information by the Child
Support Services of Tennessee because we have
determined that you could possibly be eligible for
the Earned Income Credit. Please read this
information carefully and dial 2-1-1 if you would
like to receive free tax help.

File a tax return to claim
all the tax credits you’ve earned.
Call
foratan1-800-829-1040
appointment
Call2-1-1
the IRS
for free tax help.

to learn more and find out
about FREE tax help.

The Earned Income Credit and the Child Tax Credit:
You Could Owe Less in Taxes and Get Cash Back from the IRS!
• If you worked in 2007
2006 — full-time or part-time — you may qualify.
• Even if you don’t owe income tax you can get the credits.

If You Had Children Living With You for More than Half of 2007:
2006:
• For the EIC, children must be under 19 in 2007
2006 (Full-time students can be under 24; children who are permanently and
totally disabled can be any age.)
• For the CTC, children must be under 17 in 2007.
2006.

If You Did Not Have Children Living With You:
• You may claim the EIC if you were between ages 25 and 64 in 2007.
2006.

How Much Can I Earn? How Large a Tax Credit Can I Get?
For the EIC, if you have:
1 child
2 or more children
No children
For the CTC, if you have:
1 or more children

Earned income less than:
$35,241
$34,001
$39,783
$38,348
$14,590
$14,120
Earned more than:
$11,750
$11,300

Claim an EIC up to:
$2,853
$2,747
$4,716
$4,536
$428
$412
Claim a CTC up to:
$1,000 per child

What if I’m Not a U.S. Citizen?
Immigrants who work and meet other guidelines may qualify.
• For the EIC: worker, spouse and any child claimed needs a valid Social Security Number.
• For the CTC: either a Social Security Number or Individual Taxpayer Identification Number (ITIN) is needed.

File a Federal Tax Return to Get the EIC and CTC: Get Free Help!!!
The
Nashville
Wealth
Building
operates
a program
peopleforfillfree.
out tax returns for free. Call 2-1-1
• VITA
— Volunteer
Income
TaxAlliance
Assistance
— helps
people fillthat
outhelps
tax returns
for
an appointment
free tax
help.VITA. For a site near you, call 1-800-829-1040.
• Trained
communityfor
groups
operate

If You Work, You Can Get These Tax Credits and
Not Lose Other Public Benefits
EIC and CTC refunds won’t count as income when you apply for or renew benefits like food stamps, SSI, Medicaid,
cash assistance, or public housing. Some benefit programs may have a limit on how long you can keep your refund in a
bank account.

You May Be Able to Get Part of Your Tax Credit Refund
in Your Paycheck
Some workers can get Advance EIC Payments in their paychecks and a check from the IRS after they file their tax return.
Get IRS Form W-5 from your employer or from the IRS at 1-800-TAX-FORM or at www.irs.gov.

