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Doing More Good: Making the 

Most of the Earned Income Tax 

Credit (EITC)

FeÜ �ssÕes VÕt aVross t�e nonprofit seVtor ���e t�e 
issue of opportunity, and few policies that increase 

opportunity are as impactful as the Earned Income 
Tax Credit (EITC). The federal and state EITCs provide 
a cash supplement to the income of low-wage 
workers. However, not everyone who is eligible for 
the EITC receives it. 

That problem is especially acute during tax season, 
when people apply for and receive the EITC. This 
edition of Commonwealth Insights highlights the 
Lenefits ov t�e �/
] t�e gap LetÜeen aVtÕa� an` 
eligible recipients, EITC resources in Massachusetts, 
an` t�e steps nee`e` to sprea` �ts Lenefits to as 
many low-wage workers as possible.

	eVaÕse ov t�e Üor� nonprofits `o �n VommÕn�t�es] 
t�eÞ are �n a Õn�µÕe pos�t�on to �e�p ma�e t�e 
most of the EITC. So this edition of Commonwealth 
�ns�g�ts a�so represents a Va�� to nonprofitsqto sVan 
the range of people they work with, identify those 
who might be eligible for the EITC, and direct them 
to resources to help them claim the credit.

What Needs To Be Done:

• �nVrease` taÝ season oÕtreaV� q 	Þ 
nonprofits] goÛernment ovfiVes] an` V�Û�V�
m�n`e` organ�âat�ons

• Expanded availability to vulnerable 
populations

• Improved payment plans and state match

Why Is the EITC Important:

• It’s one of the most powerful anti-poverty 
programs available

• In Massachusetts, over 100,000 who are 
e��g�L�e `on½t Þet Õt���âe t�e �/


• Approximately 1 of every 3 children in 
Massachusetts lives in an EITC-eligible 
household

The federal EITC has become a lifeline that millions 
of families depend on each tax season. As the table 
on page 2 indicates, it provides a powerful boost to 
�nVomeqas mÕV� as fÇ]Çää per Þear vor a vam��Þ Ü�t� 
three children.

In addition to increasing earnings and encouraging 
employment, the EITC has been shown to boost 
-oV�a� -eVÕr�tÞ Lenefits an` �mproÛe �ea�t� 
outcomes, particularly for children and mothers. 
People who receive the EITC often use it to pay bills, 
save for emergencies, buy food, and pay down debt. 

The EITC is a refundable tax credit, so recipients 
Lenefit vrom �t eÛen �v t�eÞ �aÛe no taÝ ��aL���tÞ. /�e 
amount of the credit depends on claimants’ marital 
status, their income earned during the tax year, and 
their number of dependent children. In 2015, more 
than 26 million eligible workers and families received 
oÛer fÈÇ L����on vrom t�e �/
 program.  at�onÜ�`e 
in 2015, the EITC lifted about 6.5 million people out 
of poverty, including about 3.3 million children.

THE BENEFITS OF THE EITC

The United Way of Pioneer Valley (UWPV) works with local 
organ�âat�ons to proÛ�`e vree taÝ ass�stanVe serÛ�Ves
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�assaV�Õsetts ovvers a state �/
 Vre`�t eµÕa� 
to 23 percent of the federal amount. Enacted by 
�assaV�Õsetts �n £��Ç] t�e �/
 matV� operates 
under the same eligibility as the federal EITC and 
was increased on January 1, 2016 from 15 percent. 
According to IRS data, in 2015, there were a total of 
Î�n]äää �assaV�Õsetts �/
 V�a�ms tota��ng fnÎn 

m����on] Ü�t� an aÛerage �/
 amoÕnt ov fÓ]£äÇ. 
In Massachusetts, approximately 1 out of every 3 
children lives in an EITC-eligible household. 

WHO IS NOT RECEIVING THE 
EITC?

Massachusetts Eligibility for the EITC

Eligibility for the EITC and refund amount depends 

on family size and earned income:

If you or your 

family has:

With earnings 

less than:

Then you can 

receive up to:

No “qualifying 

children”
fÓä]{Îä fÈÓÓ

One qualifying 

child
f{{]n{È f{]£{�

/wo µua��vÞ�n} 
children

fxä]£�n fÈ]nx{

Three or more 

qualifying 

children

fxÎ]xäx fÇ]Ç££

For more information on eligibility visit:
www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-

income-tax-credit

eligible Massachusetts residents
don’t benefit from the EITC each 
tax season

�n �/
 Lenefits go uncollected in 
Massachusetts each year

/�e most reVent �,- `ata on Õt���âat�on rates s�oÜs 
t�at �n Óä£Î] Ç�.n¯ ov t�ose e��g�L�e vor t�e �/
 �n 
Massachusetts took advantage of it.  That is nearly 
t�e same as t�e nat�ona� aÛerage ov nä¯.  �t means 
that each tax season, nearly 100,000 EITC claims 
go Õnfi��e`.  -o more t�an £ää]äää �assaV�Õsetts 
res�`ents m�ss oÕt on �/
 Lenefits s�nVe manÞ 
taÝ fi��ngs are vor mÕ�t��person �oÕse�o�`s®.  �v t�e 
aÛerage Lenefit �eÛe� ov t�ose res�`ents �s t�e same 
as people who receive the EITC, the result is at 
�east fÓää m����on �n ÕnVo��eVte` �/
 Lenefits �n 
Massachusetts each year.

Studies and surveys have found a range of 
reasons why some who are eligible do not claim the 
EITC. They include lack of awareness of the EITC, 
not knowing of or being able to access assistance, 
m�sÕn`erstan`�ng ov e��g�L���tÞ reµÕ�rements] `�strÕst 
�n t�e �,-] ��m�te` ng��s� profiV�enVÞ] an` �aV� ov 
a high school degree, among others. And because 
great strides have been made in closing the gap, the 
15 to 20 percent who continue to not claim the EITC 
are often the most challenging to reach. 

In addition, the use of paid “rapid refund” tax 
assistance costing hundreds of dollars can offset 
�/
 Lenefits. 7���e taÝpaÞers are vree to Õt���âe anÞ 
available assistance program, some aren’t aware of 
vree taÝ serÛ�Vesqma��ng �t a�� t�e more �mportant to 
let low-income residents know about them.
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7�at Van �/
 sÕpporters] t�e nonprofit seVtor] 
and government leaders do to help ensure that all 
Ü�o nee` �t Lenefit vrom t�e �/
¶

Increased Tax Season Outreach –

By nonprofits, government offices and civic-
minded organizations

There is considerable outreach done to promote 
the EITC—and more is needed, particularly during tax 
season.

�   Va��s on nonprofits aVross t�e 
ommonÜea�t� 
to t��n� Lroa`�Þ aLoÕt peop�e Ü�o VoÕ�` Lenefit 
vrom t�e �/
] an` a�ert t�em to �t. -ome nonprofits 
will have clients who are eligible for the EITC. Some 
Ü��� rea��âe t�at peop�e t�eÞ �nteraVt Ü�t� �n ot�er 
VapaV�t�es e.g. Ûo�Õnteers® are e��g�L�e.  onprofits 
can connect both types of people with local coalitions 
an` organ�âat�ons t�at proÛ�`e vree taÝ ass�stanVe.

/oo�s t�at ma�e �t easÞ to fin` ass�stanVe are 
outlined in the “Keys to Success” box in this report. 
Broad-based, nonpartisan collaborations like the 
Healthy Families EITC Coalition bring together 
community-based agencies, legal advocates, 
nonprofits] an` assoV�at�ons] to VonVentrate on 
increased impact of the EITC and improving the 
health and well-being of Massachusetts families. 
Other coalitions, such as the Boston Tax Help 

oa��t�on] maÝ�m�âe t�e �mpaVt ov t�e �/
 LÞ 
Lr�ng�ng toget�er nonprofits] LÕs�nesses] an` 
ot�er VommÕn�tÞ organ�âat�ons �n or`er to promote 
eVonom�V �n`epen`enVe an` finanV�a� empoÜerment. 
Similar coalitions exist across Massachusetts.

�oÛernment ovfiVes] �nV�Õ`�ng t�e �assaV�Õsetts 
Department of Revenue and other state agencies, 
play a key role in EITC outreach efforts. Many who 
are e��g�L�e vor t�e �/
 µÕa��vÞ vor ot�er state 
programs, which bring them into contact with state 
agencies. Information on EITC eligibility should be 
provided wherever possible. State and local elected 
ovfiV�a�s Van��an` `o���e�p maÝ�m�âe t�e �mpaVt ov 
the EITC. This can include participation in district 
eÛents �ea`�ng Õp to t�e Ƃpr�� £xt� fi��ng `ea`��ne] 
and providing constituents with eligibility information 
(including names and addresses of sites within the 
district providing free tax preparation services).


�Û�V�m�n`e` organ�âat�ons] �nV�Õ`�ng manÞ 
businesses, are also well-positioned to help spread 

Keys to Success – 

EITC Resources in Massachusetts

/�ere are manÞ organ�âat�ons aVross 
�assaV�Õsettsq�n t�e nonprofit] goÛernment] 
V�Û�V an` LÕs�ness seVtorsqt�at proÛ�`e or 
Van �e�p peop�e fin` �/
 ass�stanVe. /�eÞ 
include social service agencies, Community 
ƂVt�on 
oÕnV��s] sen�or V�t�âen Venters] 
United Ways, and some public libraries, 
schools and community colleges.  

"ne ov t�e Lest too�s vor fin`�ng a vree taÝ 
preparation site near you is on the web at 
https://masscashback.ehs.state.ma.us/.  Just 
enter a toÜn or â�p Vo`e] an` �t proÛ�`es a 
list of options with contact information for 
each one and a map.  

There are great networks of free tax 
preparation services across the state, 
including the Volunteer Income Tax 
Assistance (VITA) program.  It operates 
hundreds of sites throughout Massachusetts, 
offering free tax help to people who 
genera��Þ ma�e fx{]äää or �ess] persons Ü�t� 
`�saL���t�es] an` ��m�te` ng��s� profiV�enVÞ 
taxpayers who need assistance in preparing 
their own tax returns.  VITA sites can be 
found by going to http://irs.treasury.gov/
freetaxprep/ or Va���ng nää��äÈ��nnÇ.

WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE?
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for work. It pulls more people into the labor force, 
strengthening families and communities alike.

/�e nonprofit seVtor �s �n a Õn�µÕe pos�t�on to �e�p 
ma�e t�e most ov t�e �/
.  ÛerÞ `aÞ nonprofits 
serve, and work with, residents who are eligible for 
the EITC but do not yet receive it. The immediate 
priority is outreach during tax season. In some cases, 
�Õst �ett�ng peop�e �noÜ aLoÕt t�e �/
 �s sÕvfiV�ent. 
In other cases, helping people connect with free tax 
assistance services is the key.

/�e nonprofit seVtor s�oÕ�` Le a �eÞ p�aÞer 
in this outreach.  And partnerships between 
nonprofits] LÕs�nesses] VommÕn�tÞ organ�âat�ons] 
and governments must be supported and expanded.  
MNN will continue to work with leaders in all sectors 
to help extend the EITC opportunity to everyone who 
is eligible.

čLout the Massachusetts Nonprofit Network
MNN is the only statewide organization that brings 
together nonprofits, funders, business leaders, and 
elected officials to strengthen nonprofits and raise 
the sector's voice on critical issues. The network 
has more than 650 nonprofit member organizations 
and more than 100 for-profit affiliate partners. To 
join visit massnonprofitnet.org/join.

This publication series is made  
possible by support from
the Barr Foundation.

89 South Street,
Suite 603
Boston, MA 02111

617.330.1188

t�e Üor` aLoÕt t�e �/
. ���e nonprofits] manÞ 
work with people who are eligible for the EITC. And 
various types of government-mandated workplace 
information (labor law posters, paycheck inserts, etc.) 
can provide vehicles for alerting people to the EITC 
opportunity. 

All of the aforementioned parties are in tune with 
their communities’ needs, have the trust of those they 
serve, and are capable of making a difference in the 
lives of people eligible to receive the EITC.

Expanded Availability to Vulnerable 

Populations

/o µÕa��vÞ vor t�e maÝ�mÕm revÕn` Õn`er �/
] 
fi�ers mÕst Le a �ea` ov �oÕse�o�` or fi��ng �o�nt�Þ. 
This presents a safety issue for abandoned spouses 
an` sÕrÛ�Ûors ov `omest�V Û�o�enVe. �or t�em fi��ng 
�o�nt�Þ] Ü��V� reµÕ�res �o�nt spoÕsa� aVVess to finanV�a� 
records and joint signatures on a return, can present 
a grave risk. It is essential that these especially 
vulnerable populations are able to safely access the 
�/
. Ƃ L��� fi�e` �n t�e �assaV�Õsetts �eg�s�atÕre 
would ensure that abandoned spouses and survivors 
ov `omest�V Û�o�enVe] Ü�o are tÞp�Va��Þ ÕnaL�e to fi�e 
�o�nt taÝ retÕrns] VoÕ�` st��� µÕa��vÞ vor an` Lenefit 
from the EITC program. 

Improved Payment Plans and State Match

There are two ways to make EITC payments 
more impactful for those who receive them. First, 
meV�an�sms vor per�o`�V mont��Þ or µÕarter�Þ 
paÞment ov �/
 Lenefits s�oÕ�` Le `eÛe�ope`. 
/o`aÞ �/
 Lenefits are `�str�LÕte` �n a onVe�per�
year lump sum. The option of periodic payments 
ÜoÕ�` matV� �/
 Lenefits more V�ose�Þ to t�e 
ongoing needs that many recipients have as they live 
paycheck to paycheck. Second, as state revenues 
grow in the years ahead the state EITC match should 
be increased. The increase could be phased in or 
linked to economic growth benchmarks. 

Ƃn en�anVe` �/
 �as Ü�`esprea` Lenefitsq
for recipients, and also for the economy and 
Commonwealth as a whole since it increases rewards 

CONCLUSION


