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Executive Summary
The American Rescue Plan Act was signed into law on March 11, 2021, and expanded the refundable
child tax credit (CTC) to up to $3,000 annually for families with a child aged 6-17, and up to $3,600
annually for families with a child under age 6. The new law allowed the IRS to offer families advanced
monthly payments, which began in July 2021. Many middle- and higher- income families received these
payments automatically via direct deposit based on their previous tax filings. A key implementation
challenge was that families who earn the least do not typically file federal income tax returns, because they
are not required to. Therefore, the IRS had no record of them, and they did not receive payments
automatically. To mitigate this, the IRS established a portal where families could sign up to receive the
payments. Unfortunately, the portal was challenging to navigate, not mobile friendly, and available in English
only. Thanks to investment and partnership of national philanthropies, Code for America developed a more
accessible portal that launched in September 2021.
In August 2021 the White House indicated that a big push on outreach in partnership with trusted
“last-mile” organizations was needed to reach intermittent-filers; assist them with navigating the Code for
America portal; and ultimately, support them to file tax returns in early 2022 to receive the balance of the
payments they were eligible for in a lump sum (or to receive the full payment in a lump sum in the event they
did not register via the portal). As a part of a virtual convening on August 12, 2021, the White House issued a
call to action for community foundations to accelerate efforts to identify and fund last-mile outreach efforts
to assist non-filer families in enrolling to receive the CTC. In response to the call to action, the EITC Funders
Network rapidly – within six weeks – stood up the CTC Community Outreach & Opportunity Pooled Fund
(CO-OP Fund) with the goal to engage community foundations in the “last-mile” work to ensure that as
many families as possible received the full tax benefits for which they were eligible, as quickly and as easily
as possible.

Millions of families benefited from the expansion to
the CTC made possible by the American Rescue Plan Act.

CO-OP Fund Goals
Goal 1: Create and structure the CO-OP Fund to ensure it met the needs of the field and established
productive oversight, decision-making, and reporting processes.
Goal 2: Quickly and collaboratively award and administer leveraged funding to selected community
foundations to expand outreach and engagement efforts with key, hard-to- reach populations.
Goal 3: Provide technical assistance to community foundation awardees.
Goal 4: Contribute to an increase in the uptake of the CTC and EITC among hard-to-reach families and make
more robust the infrastructure to ensure families receive tax assistance in non-predatory settings.
Goal 5: Document effective strategies and tactics that measurably increased enrollment among nonfiler/hard-to-reach families, as well as barriers to enrollment.
www.eitcfunders.org
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Impact Summary
With support from the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation, Charles and Lynn Schusterman
Family Philanthropies, the Rockefeller
Foundation, and The Annie E. Casey
Foundation, the CO-OP Fund was able to
award grants to 24 community foundations
in diverse geographies across the U.S.
CO-OP Awardees:
ACT for Alexandria (VA)
Albuquerque Community Foundation (NM)

Twenty four projects helped thousands of families obtain federal tax
credits and complete tax returns in free, safe settings. By the end
of the initiative, the CO-OP Fund awardees helped secure
more than $75 million in federal tax refunds for lowincome families (an average of $3.8 million in federal
returns per site reporting). Generally, this is likely to be an
underestimate of financial impact due the great difficulty of tracking
families and returns and that it does not include state credits and
returns. It is important to note that one site accounted for about onethird of the total secured by CO-OP sites. Even when this outlier is
removed from calculations, the average secured per site reporting
was $2.8 million in federal returns.

Central New York Community Foundation (NY)
Community Foundation for Greater Atlanta (GA)
Community Foundation for Greater Buffalo (NY)
Community Foundation for Muskegon County (MI)
Community Foundation for Northeast Florida (FL)
Community Foundation Santa Cruz County (CA)
Duluth Superior Area Community Foundation (MN)
Fairfield County’s Community Foundation (CT)
Legacy Foundation (IN)
Lincoln Community Foundation (NE)
New Hampshire Charitable Foundation (NH)
Northern Chautauqua Community Foundation (NY)
Oregon Community Foundation (OR)
Placer Community Foundation (CA)
Southwest Initiative Foundation (MN)
St. Paul & Minnesota Foundation (MN)
The San Diego Foundation (CA)
Whatcom Community Foundation (WA)
Richmond Community Foundation (CA)
The Chicago Community Trust (IL)
The Community Foundation for Northern Virginia (VA)
The Miami Foundation (FL)

EITC Funders Network Staff
Ami Nagle- Director
Deneisha Thompson- Senior Associate
Planning, administration and support for
this effort was done in conjunction with the
EITC Funders Network and several
partners. Many thanks to Cassie Robertson
(New America Foundation), David Marzahl
(Consultant) and Nisha Patel (Consultant).

Learnings for Policy-makers
Hyper-local outreach and engagement is effective, but broken
systems, which create barriers to learning about tax credits and
filing taxes, significantly undermine efforts.
A more robust, year-round community and technology
infrastructure is needed to help low-income families file taxes in
free, non-predatory settings.
A more uniform, user-friendly, government-run web-based, mobilefriendly tax filing portal will help more families file taxes in free,
safe settings.
Funding and resources for policy implementation is often delayed,
lags behind implementation efforts, and not enough to meet the
needs of many communities.
Increasing on-ramps and reducing barriers for newly eligible
populations is necessary to ensure more people are able to access
the credits for which they are eligible.
Due to the complex nature of tax filing and the considerable needs
of the communities targeted, robust technical assistance for
community partners is critical.

Learnings for the Field
Engaging tax-payers is not a light touch, episodic effort and
connections that lead to successful tax filings need to be built
over time, and nurtured year-round.
Barriers including language, trust, technology, and immigration
status are significant and take time and effort to overcome. These
barriers are amplified for immigrant families which require special
effort, strategies and partners that build trust.
Leveraging social media and technology-based outreach and
engagement strategies expands reach.
Using the infrastructure and lessons from other local campaigns
(i.e. census, GOTV, etc) can help to address issues related to low
trust and stretched capacity.
Community partnerships help to increase access to hard-to-reach
individuals and families and are a key component of successful
efforts.
Staring the work earlier helps support success.
www.eitcfunders.org

2

Learnings for Philanthropy
Investing in projects to enable more families to access the tax benefits for which they are eligible can
incentivize additional public and private investment and can have a significant return on investment.
Community foundations, due to their deep ties to trusted local partners, can be a conduit for national
programming.
Building on and leveraging existing relationships, program strategies, and infrastructure supports success.
Investing in infrastructure development and maintenance year-round helps communities to remain
prepared for tax season, allows local groups to better compete with paid preparers and builds social
capital in communities.
If evaluation or assessment of impact is important, the current inadequate and woefully antiquated data
systems will need to be reimagined and replaced.
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Synthesis of Lessons Learned
1. Testing strategies- The strategies tried and tested through the CO-OP Fund reinforce what is known of
the field and offer some additional nuances. While the work undertaken was complex and context-specific,
there are learnings that that could inform and strengthen future efforts.
A system of engagement- While the CO-OP Fund sought to support “last mile” efforts, much was
learned about the entire journey for a wide cross-section of people who either do not file tax returns
or do so only episodically. What evolved is a system that tracks engagement across the course of
filing. While communications and marketing campaigns often served as the ‘front door’ of outreach,
awardees acknowledged that personal touch points were essential to stimulate action and followthrough by prospective tax filers. The graphic below illustrates this:
Communication: social media
(e.g. Facebook); SMS/text
outreach; radio/TV buys/PSAs;
flyers/posters; community events

Personal Touchpoints: oneon-one outreach; community
ambassador/navigator
engagement; trusted messengers

Tax Prep: digital channel via
on-line filing; VITA & in-person
tax filing; paid tax prep

Community foundations can be a conduit- A hypothesis was that community foundations could
tap already existing local initiatives and knowledge to build strong tax credit outreach and tax
preparation efforts. The CO-OP Fund demonstrated that community foundations can do this work
and, in most cases, found it to be an excellent addition to their existing body of work. They do,
however, need outside resources to help build and maintain that capacity.
Barriers are significant- Based on their intensive efforts to engage hard-to-reach families, CO-OP
awardees reported several barriers to enrollment, including language, trust, technology, and
immigration status.
Engaging immigrant families- While relatively few awardees explicitly identified plans to
conduct outreach in immigrant communities in their initial grant applications, in their grant reports
many highlighted efforts to reach immigrant families with respect to claiming the CTC and, if eligible,
the EITC. The largest barrier to this work was the impact of undocumented or mixed status.
Building and leveraging existing relationships and infrastructure- The relative success of
programs in effectively reaching and serving large numbers of participants was closely tied to
leveraging existing tax outreach and preparation assistance and multi-sector collaboratives.
Trusted messengers- What seemed to resonate across virtually all awardees was the increasing
reliance on trusted messengers, people who through their own lived experience and community
stature can engage, encourage, and support participants to follow-through on the tax filing process.
Many programs indicated their commitment to expanding the role of trusted messengers in future
years.
2. Impact- Measuring the impact of any specific effort on the ability of families and communities to access
the CTC or the EITC remains challenging. The effort had significant impact on the lives of individuals and
community partnerships. However:
Evaluation continues to be a challenge- Awardees were able to help many families access the
tax credits but quantifying this proved challenging, not only because startup was rapid and many did
not have prior experience, but because data systems in the free tax preparation field are inadequate
and woefully antiquated.
For evaluation, balance expectations and reality- It was the hope to be able to track very
specifically the efforts of a CO-OP awardee to a family’s receipt of CTC, EITC or other tax refund.
This proved incredibly difficult. While some of the challenge was out of the awardees control, some
of it could have been addressed by providing additional financial resources and technical assistance
to help CO-OP awardees and their community partners create data collection and evaluation
systems.
www.eitcfunders.org
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Synthesis of Lessons Learned
3. Systems and Infrastructure- Success was hampered by
systemic challenges. Building on existing infrastructure and
continuing to invest in infrastructure gaps will be critical for
future success. The scaffolding erected to navigate complex tax
systems must be tended, supported, and built year-round,
challenging the concept of the “tax season.”
Hyper-local outreach and engagement is
effective but broken systems still create
problems- All the most effective outreach and
engagement was still trumped by tax policies and tax
filing procedures that are confusing and hard to
navigate. This confusion is underscored by a
fundamentally under-resourced, volunteer- reliant free
tax filing assistance system. While CO-OP Fund efforts
were valiant and led to positive impacts for families and
in local programming, the systemic barriers were
extremely difficult to overcome.
Build and leverage existing relationships and
infrastructure- While their efforts were effective and
hard fought, the CO-OP sites that were the most
productive had existing partnerships with local groups
working on tax credits/tax preparation. This
infrastructure made a quick pivot to expanding to new
credits or to new communities easier. Those that did not
have existing infrastructure had to spend precious time
finding or it. Future efforts would be more effective if
capacity and infrastructure existed in more communities.
Linking to a more uniform, consistent, and
sustainable web-based tax filing portal- While it is
not possible to provide verifiable data across the 24
awardees, the data provided seem to underscore that
the organizations that served the greatest number of
people also developed and sustained a sophisticated
technological infrastructure that linked to their on-theground services and partners. This suggests that future
investments in supporting tax outreach and direct
assistance should include the ability to link to a more
uniform, consistent, and sustainable web-based tax filing.
The need for extended project periods and yearround programming- While the short turn-around for
many awardees with respect to securing the resources
and launching their initiatives was repeatedly cited as a
challenge, the reality is that many of the more successful
programs also cited the need for more advance planning
and indicated a strong interest in the provision of yearround services. The idea of launching a tax program in
January and shutting it down April 15th is not effective or
realistic. Year-round access and efforts are needed.
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Synthesis of Lessons Learned
4. Grant Processes- The fast set-up, launch, and implementation of the initiative means that there are some
unique learnings. Each stage of the effort was designed to respond to a tight timeline as well as unique
partner efforts and support needs.
Capacity of the EITC Funders Network enabled the effort to move quickly- Because the
EITC Funders Network was deeply immersed in the tax credits work and had supported pooled funds
and run RFP processes before, they were able to set up the fund quickly.
Start the work earlier- The effort was designed and implemented in an extremely short period of
time, which is an accomplishment. The community foundations and their local partners moved as
quickly as they could, but for most it was not enough time to build as robust a project as they would
have wanted. Having a longer lead time to develop relationships and build data collection plans
would have made the effort even more effective.
Grant award created leverage- The CO-OP program was built on a matching grant model. The
$1.2 million investment made directly in the community foundations and their local partners ($50,000
each) leveraged more than $3 million in additional local cash and in-kind investment. In addition, two
CO-OP awardees leveraged the investment to secure additional state and local government
investment in free tax filing. Building in a matching requirement proved fruitful for supporting the
work.
Prepare for lots of TA needs- The CO-OP initiative required much more technical and strategy
assistance than was anticipated. The quick movement of the work, the complex nature of taxes and
tax filing, and the newness of the work to community foundations and their partners all meant that
CO-OP sites needed a lot of technical assistance. Future efforts would be well-served by ensuring
robust strategy and technical assistance is available.

IMPACT
The CO-OP Fund worked to quickly stand up and support 24 community foundations and their local partners
in an effort to ensure that more low-income families received their full tax credits and refunds. However,
measuring the impact of this effort on families and communities was incredibly difficult. Even more, the nature
of this non-traditional grantmaking initiative presents an opportunity to rethink the framework for how to
evaluate and assess the impact of and accomplishments by the awardee partners. Rather than providing a
quantitative and numbers driven analysis, which would present its own set of challenges given the numerous,
overlapping, and inconsistent data sources, this report shares the results in a learning format that is built
around the following questions:
“What did the CO-OP Fund do?” and
“What did the CO-OP Fund learn through the hard work of awardees to inform future
efforts?”
Each section of the report will address these two questions. The final section of the report will synthesize all
the responses to the second question (the learnings) findings into one, complete lessons learned section.
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Goal #1

Create and structure the CO-OP Fund to ensure it met the needs of the field
and established productive oversight, decision-making, and reporting processes.

In response to the call to action, the EITC Funders Network rapidly – within six weeks – stood up the CTC
Community Outreach & Opportunity Pooled Fund (CO-OP Fund) with the goal to engage community
foundations in the “last-mile” work to ensure that as many families as possible received the full tax benefits
for which they were eligible, as quickly and as easily as possible.
With support from the Rockefeller Foundation, Charles and Lynn Schusterman Family Philanthropies, The
Annie E. Casey Foundation, and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the CO-OP Fund was able to award
grants to 24 community foundations in diverse geographies across the U.S. To guide this project, the EITC
Funders Network established a Project Advisory Committee comprised of EITC Funders Network staff, staff
of the four national funding partners, and Nisha Patel of Powered by Shakti.
What did the CO-OP Fund do?
Raised $1,430,000 from four national foundations to support the
CO-OP Fund.
Designed an initiative structure to include matching grants,
guidance and input from community foundation intermediaries,
technical assistance, peer exchange, and grant oversight.
Developed a web landing page to announce the CO-OP Fund and
house community- foundation specific and general tax credit
resources.
Held a virtual meeting for prospective community foundation
applicants to describe the project, the goals for the work, and to
field questions.
Collaboratively developed and issued a Request for Proposals
(RFP). The proposal portal opened on September 17, 2021, and
closed October 1, 2021.
Established a Technical Assistance Team comprised of EITC
Funders Network staff, Nisha Patel, David Marzahl, and Cassie
Robertson of New America Foundation who provided strategic
advice in creating the CO-OP Fund, supported peer learning
sessions, provided advice on evaluation and final reporting, and
provided a considerable amount of technical assistance. The
project team also included community foundation intermediaries –
CF Leads and Community Foundation Opportunity Network
(CFON) – who provided guidance on the development of the
initiative, reached out to their networks to share information about
the CO-OP Fund, and shared tools and resources related to the
tax credit opportunity to their broader networks.
What did the CO-OP Fund learn?
Capacity of the EITC Funders Network enabled the effort
to move quickly- Because the EITC Funders Network was
deeply immersed in the tax credits work and had supported
pooled funds and run RFP processes before, they were able to set
up the fund quickly. There is ample evidence in this effort that
relationships and trust are linchpins to support effective capacitybuilding efforts. It takes more than a village. It takes the villagers
to be in communication and to have built a foundation of trust.
www.eitcfunders.org
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Goal #2

Goal 2: Quickly and collaboratively award and administer leveraged funding to selected community
foundations to expand outreach and engagement efforts with key, hard-to- reach populations.

The EITC Funders Network, in collaboration with Project Advisory Committee (the four national funders and
project staff), and community foundation support organizations (CF Leads and CFON) were able to design
and successfully issue the RFP on September 17, 2022.
What did the CO-OP Fund do?
$50,000 matching grants were awarded to 24 awardees spread across 15 states. Four awardees
operated statewide – Connecticut, Illinois, New Hampshire, and Oregon. Of the remaining sites, eight
served primarily urban areas, six served primarily suburban areas, and six served primarily rural
communities.
The awards were made in two phases. A first set of 16 awards were made on October 12, 2021, and a
second set of eight awards by November 1, 2021 (based on when funding was committed by national
foundation partners).
After each award, successful applicants received a grant agreement outlining terms of the award,
reporting requirements, technical assistance opportunities, and a payment schedule.
The EITC Funders Network created an on-boarding document which reiterated the goals of the effort,
offered links to key resources, provided a list of questions the effort was working to answer, included
dates of peer learning sessions, and a listing of CO-OP participant contact information.

What did the CO-OP Fund learn?
Grant award created leverage- The CO-OP program was built on a matching grant model (that is,
awardees had to match their $50,000 award with $50,000 in cash or in-kind support). The $1.2 million
investment made directly to the community foundations and their local partners ($50,000 each)
leveraged more than $3 million in additional local cash and in-kind investment. In addition, two CO-OP
awardees leveraged the investment to secure additional state and local government investments to
support free tax filing capacity. Building in a matching requirement proved fruitful for supporting the
work.
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Goal #3

To provide technical assistance to community foundation awardees.

The EITC Funders Network and our consultants to the CO-OP Fund undertook a considerable amount of
technical assistance over the course of the project. Technical assistance was provided by EITC Funders
Network staff, Nisha Patel, David Marzahl, and Cassie Robertson of New America Foundation.
What did the CO-OP Fund do?
CO-OP awardees benefited from a range of technical and strategic assistance and counsel:
Monthly Peer-learning sessions- This learning opportunity was open to all community foundation
awardees as well as their local community partners. Although the original plan included four peer
learning calls, a total of eight monthly calls were held. These peer learning calls provided a conduit for
information distribution, troubleshooting, and peer exchange. This was essential as the community
foundation staff engaged in the effort had different roles and experience at different levels of the work.
Some were exclusively grantmakers and connectors while others were deeply involved in the on-thegroundwork.
Office Hours and One-on-One Advice- In addition to monthly peer learning sessions, the CO-OP
Fund held optional office hours (three sessions). These office hours provided an opportunity to ask
technical questions and get some one-on-one advice from TA providers. Seventy-five direct contacts
from CO-OP awardees with technical and strategic questions were logged.
Digital Resources- From the start of the initiative the EITC Funders Network developed and posted to
the EITC Funders Network website a robust set of digital resources. Some of these were developed by
the EITC Funders Network with community foundations as the core audience. Others were developed by
national and local field partners (for example, GMMB’s toolkit). All the digital resources were open
access and easily shareable. In addition, we encouraged CO-OP awardees to share resources they
developed, including flyers, social media posts, and press coverage, to build a common body of work.
Connection to larger CTC/EITC Awareness Movement- As was part of the CO-OP Fund design, it
was the hope to connect these very local efforts to the robust set of field and digital resources that were
being developed for CTC and EITC outreach more generally. For example, as GMMB and the Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP) developed, updated, and shared CTC and tax time resources, these
would be emailed with links to awardees. In addition, staff of GMMB and CBPP attended peer- learning
calls to share information and learn from the CO-OP awardees.
Community Foundation Intermediaries- The two community foundation intermediaries -CF Leads
and CFON- provided information on the tax credit opportunities to community foundations in their
networks (some of whom were CO-OP awardees). CFON featured the learnings of their CO-OP
awardees at their annual meeting.
What did the CO-OP Fund learn?
Prepare for lots of TA needs- The CO-OP Fund required much more technical and strategy
assistance than was anticipated. The quick movement of the work, the complex nature of taxes and tax
filing, and the newness of the work to some community foundations and their partners all meant that COOP sites needed a lot of technical assistance. Future efforts would be well-served by ensuring robust
strategy and technical assistance is available.

www.eitcfunders.org

8

Goal #4

To contribute to an increase in the uptake of the CTC among hard-to-reach families and make
more robust the infrastructure to ensure families receive tax assistance in non-predatory settings.

By the end of the effort, the CO-OP awardees helped thousands of families
obtain federal tax and complete tax returns in free, safe settings. By the end
of the initiative, the CO-OP Fund awardees helped secure more
than $75 million in federal tax refunds for low-income families (an
average of $3.8 million in federal returns per site reporting).
Generally, this is likely to be an underestimate of the overall financial impact
due the great difficulty of tracking families and returns. It is important to note
that one site accounted for about one-third of the total secured by CO-OP
sites. Even when this outlier is removed from calculations, the average
secured per site was $2.8 million in federal returns. Despite this clear
success, measuring the impact of this effort on families and communities has
been challenging.
Documenting the uptake of tax benefits is the most difficult element on which
to report. As had been experienced in work happening across the nation,
being able to attribute successful tax filings and benefits received by an
individual family to the action of a specific local organization is extremely
difficult. In addition, the great variety of approaches, which was the intent of
the effort, has contributed to this complexity. As a result of these and other
factors, not all CO-OP sites were able to track filers and returns, others
gathered incomplete data.
While there are these challenges to assessing impact, there are significant
and important learnings to be taken from the efforts. What follows is an
overview, which begins with some stories of family impact shared by CO-OP
awardees.
What did the CO-OP Fund do?
Personal Impact Stories- Recognizing the challenges of measuring impact, awardees were encouraged
to share some personal stories that shone the light on the impact of their efforts. Some examples are:
The San Diego Foundation (California): “Elisa (name changed for privacy) is a Hispanic, single parent
and domestic violence survivor who sought guidance from Casa Familiar in her transition from a shelter to
permanent housing. A huge part of independent living involves establishing the foundation of a healthy
relationship with one’s finances. We initially started with a basic budget and then focused on her goals
to then create a plan on how to reach said goals. Elisa lived a frugal lifestyle, which was a direct cause
of her living situation and had also never filed taxes before. When we completed the screening for all
general entitlement benefits and had our financial basics conversation with her, we explained the Child
Tax Credit (CTC) and the opportunity she had to apply via the GetCTC.org portal. She was more than
happy to let us guide her through the process and considered the timing of it all to be a miracle. She
qualified for $1,800 for CTC and since she had never filed before, the tool also let her know she was
missing a total of $5,700 from previous stimulus payments. She was in disbelief with the quantities
presented to her and said, ‘I feel like I won the lottery.’ When I asked what she would use the money for,
she mentioned that she was finally going to get the opportunity to provide her two-year-old daughter
with permanent housing and a furnished home.”
The Legacy Foundation (Indiana): Sara (name changed for privacy) reported, “I drive a school bus,
and the uncertainty with in-person learning introduced uncertainty in the amount of my paychecks.
Receiving the Advanced Child Tax Credit provided a much-needed bridge to help ends come closer
together.”
www.eitcfunders.org
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Goal #4

To contribute to an increase in the uptake of the CTC among hard-to-reach families and make
more robust the infrastructure to ensure families receive tax assistance in non-predatory settings.
Finding hard-to-reach families- Using the CTC heat map, census data, local data collection tools,
and local knowledge, each of the CO-OP awardees and their community partners tried to identify in
which neighborhoods hard-to-reach families might live. Many of them identified specific zip codes within
which to target efforts. Even with these tools, finding families was challenging. Most CO-OP awardees
recruited key community partners in what were believed to be hard-to-reach communities to inform their
targeting efforts. Three strategies to call forward:
Working with other systems- All awardees worked with non-profit or governmental agencies
with aligned purposes to identify and connect to families. For example, the Community Foundation
for Northeast Florida worked with city officials in Jacksonville to ensure that case managers for city
programs were reaching out to families with tax credit and tax filing information. In another example,
The Oregon Community Foundation leveraged the CO-OP grant to invest in “shovel ready”
infrastructure in partnership with their primary awardee, MFS/CASH OREGON. Connecting to the
Oregon Department of Human Services, and their SNAP and TANF programming, the partnership
expanded their capacity by adding volunteer recruitment and training staff, hiring coordinators for
their virtual services, as well as ITIN services for immigrants, and intentionally growing to provide
statewide programming.
Immigrant serving organizations- In an interesting, though perhaps not surprising development,
many CO-OP sites focused specifically on immigrant communities and families as the most likely to
be left out of tax credit outreach and tax filing support. These awardees found that immigrant-serving
organizations and neighborhood community centers were powerful conduits to reach immigrant
families as they had already established trusting relationships.
Leveraging trusted messengers- Most of the CO-OP sites indicated that identifying and
leveraging trusted messengers to help with outreach activities was an important element in trying to
connect with hard-to-reach families. For example, the Community Foundation of Northern Virginia
provided support for United Community’s (UC’s)Neighborhood Ambassador Program which led the
outreach efforts to connect families with free tax-prep services. In another example, the Richmond
Community Foundation (California) supported the work of a local faith-based organization and pastor
and community leader to bring the information on getting taxes completed in non-predatory settings
to the Tongan immigrant community. This local leader, a Tongan himself, was highly trusted and
drove traffic to the tax preparation site.
Leveraging media (social and other)- Virtually all the organizations cited the importance of
technology, including an internet presence, and the relevance of a technology-based infrastructure. At
its most rudimentary level, this involved having a functional external community-facing website and using
some combination of email messaging, text messaging, robocalls and/or phone calls to prospective
filers. Moving further up the continuum, some organizations had more robust websites that provided the
ability to schedule tax prep appointments and the capacity to pre-submit intake forms via email. Others
used social media, especially Facebook, to reach their target audience and built large SMS/text
messaging campaigns to drive traffic to their website for services. For example, The Community
Foundation of Muskegon County (Michigan) held several Facebook live events to share information and
get their larger community engaged in the effort.
“Make strategic investments in organizations that you know will be good partners; demonstrate trust with
both the grantees and the residents on the ground that know what they need to be successful; don’t reinvent
the wheel (Example: we could have tried to facilitate this tax program on our own but we knew that UC could
do it with the systems that they already have in place); educate by investing in education and awareness
programs; be flexible and willing to go along for the journey with your trusted community partner."
— The Community Foundation of Northern Virginia
www.eitcfunders.org
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Goal #4

To contribute to an increase in the uptake of the CTC among hard-to-reach families and make
more robust the infrastructure to ensure families receive tax assistance in non-predatory settings.

Leveraging technology- For all CO-OP sites, technology played a role in their ability to find and help
intermittent filers get their taxes completed. For a few, it played a significant role. For example, the
Fairfield County’s Community Foundation (Connecticut) and their partner, SimplifyCT, established a
relatively sophisticated technology-centered model that included a user-friendly and accessible web
portal which linked to on-line filing via Code for America, as well as customized email campaigns and a
telephone hotline service with dual English-Spanish capabilities. Their website, www.simplifyct.org, had
remarkable success in serving new filers who represented 72% of the 9,775 people served. While
starting with an emphasis on reaching eligible Connecticut residents, the partnership actually served a
majority from outside the state, which they attribute to their powerful web presence and on-line
marketing. In addition to running English and Spanish language on-line ads, they collaborated with both
community-based and government agencies across Connecticut and built a customized SMS/texting
platform to not only reach, but to stay in touch with clients over time. What truly stands out was their
telephone call center, which operated in English and Spanish, and logged over 18,000 calls during the
filing season. Leveraging the Code for America on-line filing platform, www.getctc.org, the call center
staff was able to assist clients in navigating the portal and helping them overcome a wide range of simple
barriers that otherwise might have kept them from filing their return.
Families receiving tax assistance in non-predatory settings- A key feature of the work was to
support tax filing in non-predatory settings. Helping families access the tax system happened early in the
project with the promotion of the GetCTC.org portal and later in the project with the support of VITA
sites. When the effort launched, only seven of the CO-OP awardees were doing direct CTC enrollment,
or funding CTC enrollment. For all others, supporting or engaging in tax credits strategies represented
new program work with a steep learning curve, and even in the places where VITA services existed, most
awardees noted that capacity was constrained by a lack of volunteers, the continuing COVID pandemic,
and, in one case, a natural disaster.
“This project confirmed that doing this work well calls for a thoughtful combination of state and national level
coordination and hyper-local efforts. For example, an accessible self-filing portal, accurate messaging materials
translated into multiple languages, and a strong media campaign are all more efficiently managed at scale.
Unified state-level coordination and expertise can be transformative.”
— New Hampshire Community Foundation

What did the CO-OP Fund learn?
The earlier the work can begin, the better- This effort was designed and implemented in an
extremely short period of time, which is an accomplishment. The community foundations and their local
partners moved as quickly as they could, but for most it was not enough time to build as robust a project
as they might have wanted. Having a longer lead time to develop relationships and build data collection
plans would have made the effort even more effective.
The need for extended project periods and year-round programming- While the short turnaround for many awardees with respect to securing the resources and launching their initiatives was
repeatedly cited as a challenge, the reality is that many of the more successful programs also cited the
need for more advance planning and indicated a strong interest in the provision of year-round services.
The idea of launching a tax program in January and shutting it down April 15th is not effective or realistic.
Year-round access and efforts are needed.
www.eitcfunders.org
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Goal #4

To contribute to an increase in the uptake of the CTC among hard-to-reach families and make
more robust the infrastructure to ensure families receive tax assistance in non-predatory settings.
Tracking impact is very challenging- While all sites were asked to secure a unique Code for
America/Get CTC portal URL as part of the early project work, a few sites were awarded grants too late
to make this possible or had program structures that made using a unique URL difficult. For those that
were able to secure a unique URL, not all of them had success getting families and taxpayers to use their
program-specific URL (as opposed to the general GetCTC.org). Similar data collection and attribution
struggles were faced during the regular tax season. Because the CO-OP awardees often partnered with
several different community partners and VITA providers, keeping track of which families were being
referred to which tax site was challenging.
Engaging immigrant families- While relatively few awardees explicitly identified plans to conduct
outreach to immigrant communities in their grant applications, in their grant reports many highlighted
efforts to reach immigrant families about the CTC and, if eligible, the EITC. The largest barrier to this
work was the impact of undocumented immigration status and those taxpayers using an Individual Tax
Identification Number (ITIN). This, in turn, led to a lack of trust in anything related to the government,
even if it involved a financial benefit. Despite the many barriers, local organizations were creative in their
outreach efforts, purchasing radio ads on Spanish language radio, conducting social media outreach in
Spanish and other languages, translating materials, providing telephone hotline services in Spanish, and
recruiting and deploying navigators and ambassadors from within immigrant communities to serve as the
face of their efforts. Given the growing number of immigrants in their state, a community partner of the
New Hampshire Community Foundation shared that ITIN filers “not only need to see a trusted face to
participate but also that it takes several points of connection before people take action.” Their
experiences allowed them to share the insight that “building in sufficient lead time before the filing
deadline, as well as engaging trusted community messengers for repeated in-person contact, is the most
helpful approach to enable effective yet time-intensive outreach.”
Linking to a more uniform, consistent, and sustainable web-based tax filing portal- While it
is not possible to provide verifiable data across the 24 awardees, the data provided seem to underscore
that the organizations that served the greatest number of people also developed and sustained a
sophisticated technological infrastructure that linked to their on-the-ground services and partners. Two
key aspects of that infrastructure included an easy, direct connection to the service through text
messaging, telephone hotlines and/or a website; and streamlined, easy to understand filing portal for
free on-line tax assistance. This suggests that future investments in tax outreach and assistance should
include the ability to link to a more uniform, consistent, and sustainable web-based tax filing portal like
GetCTC.org.
For evaluation, balance expectations and reality- It was the hope to be able to track very
specifically the efforts of a CO-OP awardee
to a family’s receipt of CTC, EITC or other tax
refunds. This proved to be incredibly difficult.
While some of the challenge was out of the
awardees’ control, some of it could have
been addressed by providing additional
financial resources and technical assistance to
help CO-OP awardees and their community
partners create data collection and evaluation
systems. As tracking impact is a challenge
faced by community groups across the nation,
a national data collection, tracking, and
impact assessment data systems infrastructure
is needed.
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Goal #5

To document effective strategies and tactics that measurably increase
enrollment among non-filer/hard-to-reach families, as well as barriers to enrollment.
The CO-OP Fund’s intent was to test a range of strategies aimed at increasing enrollment among the hardestto-reach families, and learn about what worked.

Hyper-local ... here is what it takes:
The core of the CO-OP effort was to resource hyper-local, last-mile work to help hard-to-reach families
access tax credits. What follows, Anna’s story, shared by The Oregon Community Foundation, provides a
glimpse of some real-world barriers that keep people from claiming tax refunds: limited English-speaking
ability, undocumented legal status, fear of deportation. The story illustrates the very intensive, hands-on nature
required to overcome these barriers.
“On the last hour of the last day of the regular tax season, the Stark St. tax site had an
appointment for a recent immigrant we will call Anna. A partner NGO, Catholic Charities, had
assisted Anna in setting up an appointment with us and driving her to the site as she had limited
English proficiency and was unable to drive. Upon arriving with assistance of an interpreter, our
volunteer tax preparers determined that Anna needed help applying for an ITIN (Individual
Taxpayer Identification Number) for herself and her son. During the intake process we also
learned that she had three U.S. born children with Social Security cards. As she herself never had
completed a tax return she had not received any of the Child Tax Credits or the stimulus
payments that her household was eligible for. By the time the volunteers had completed her
family’s tax return and two ITIN applications, Anna was eligible to claim a $15,000 refund,
primarily from refundable credits.”

What did the CO-OP Fund do?
Range of strategies- As the CO-OP Fund was designed as a hyper-local, “last-mile” initiative, each of
the 24 awardees undertook very different, locally-informed outreach and engagement strategies.
However, there were some common themes:
Connection to or creation of partnerships with local organizations serving low- income
and hard-to-reach families and communities- To find the hardest-to-reach families, community
foundation partners relied on non-profits and government agencies with direct knowledge of families
in target communities. In many cases these were existing relationships. But most community
foundation awardees found that they needed to develop additional, new partnerships to make
progress on their goals. The Community Foundation for Greater Buffalo (New York) had a strong mix
of partners they brought to the table that already included several well-established organizations
serving as VITA hubs for their communities. Partnering with the United Way, the local 211 phone
hotline, Buffalo public schools, and the library system, the Foundation developed a rigorous plan,
including a logic model, to guide their efforts and ensure consistency among their partners. They
established an overarching communications plan that used social media, radio ads, flyers, and posters
along with robo calls to reach their target audiences. The collaborative tracked the frequency of
these various channels, allowing them to measure the impact. On the service side of the equation,
they added a unique aspect by offering people “to file your way” with options to file in-person (at a
VITA site), use a drop-off system, or to pursue virtual self-filing.
Person-to-person engagement- When asked about most effective strategies, the majority of
community foundations reported that supporting community groups to undertake person-to-person
contact was the most effective in finding and building trust of hard-to-reach families.
Technology and/or social media outreach- In addition to personal connections, most CO-OP
awardees supplemented their efforts through broader social media, traditional media, or texting
campaigns. They reported finding it helpful to cast a wider net than they had planned given the timeand capacity-intensive strategies of person-to-person engagement.
www.eitcfunders.org

13

Goal #5

To document effective strategies and tactics that measurably increase
enrollment among non-filer/hard-to-reach families, as well as barriers to enrollment.

Hyper-local ... here is what it takes:
Hyper-local looks different in each context. For The Community Foundation for Muskegon (Michigan) it meant
providing grants to local schools, allowing them to recruit, train, and deploy parent liaisons, or ambassadors,
who spread the word about the CTC and EITC and the free tax help available.
"The “parent collaborative'' was able to recruit parents who had benefited from the tax credit(s) and could
lend a voice to their importance. Parent liaisons attended multiple activities and events across the county
and provided their personal experience to outreach efforts, thereby building the trust necessary to engage
non-filers in conversations about the benefits of tax filing. They exemplify a ‘hyper-local’ approach in their
exclusive focus on Muskegon County in western Michigan.”

What did the CO-OP Fund learn?
A system of engagement- While the CO-OP Fund sought to support “last mile” efforts, much was
learned about the entire journey for a wide cross-section of people who either do not file tax returns or
do so only episodically. What evolved is a system that tracks engagement across the course of filing.
While communications and marketing campaigns often served as the ‘front door’ of outreach, awardees
acknowledged that personal touch points were essential to stimulate action and follow-through by
prospective tax filers. The graphic below illustrates this:
Communication: social media
(e.g. Facebook); SMS/text
outreach; radio/TV buys/PSAs;
flyers/posters; community events

Personal Touchpoints: oneon-one outreach; community
ambassador/navigator
engagement; trusted messengers

Tax Prep: digital channel via
on-line filing; VITA & in-person
tax filing; paid tax prep

Community foundations can be a conduit- A hypothesis was that community foundations could tap
already existing local initiatives and knowledge to build strong tax credit outreach and tax preparation
efforts. The CO-OP effort demonstrated that community foundations can do this work and, in most
cases, found it to be an excellent addition to their existing work. They do, however, need outside
resources to help build and maintain that capacity.
Barriers to enrollment are significant- Based on their intensive efforts to engage hard-to-reach
families, CO-OP awardees reported several barriers to enrollment, including:
Language- Families most likely to not have access to the tax credits often spoke languages other
than English. This presented a barrier to accessing general information. In addition to the literal
translation challenge, awardees noted that the concepts of tax are complicated and presented an
additional form of “translation” challenge.
Trust- Many of the hard-to-reach families fear government intervention or reprisals. This lack of trust
made it difficult for families to believe that they could be eligible for tax credits. It also created a
reluctance to interact with the IRS/file taxes.
Technology- Lack of access to technology was a barrier in urban, suburban, and rural communities
alike. For some families, they did not have a computer. If they had a phone, they could not use
precious, expensive minutes/data plans to work through the application and access or upload
electronic files.
Immigrant workers- Many of the CO-OP sites reported having a focus on immigrant workers and
their families. For seven of the CO-OP sites this meant helping families secure Individual Taxpayer
Identification Numbers (ITINs) to enable them to file taxes legally. This created an additional
technical and paperwork challenge. As CO-OP awardee Chicago Community Trust noted, “We
found that people who needed to apply for ITINs faced a long, onerous process with many
challenges...”
www.eitcfunders.org
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Goal #5

To document effective strategies and tactics that measurably increase
enrollment among non-filer/hard-to-reach families, as well as barriers to enrollment.

Evaluating continues to be a challenge- Awardees were able to help many families access the tax
credits. However, quantifying success was challenging, not only because they were getting this off in a
hurry and many did not have prior experience, but also because nationally, systems of data collection
and impact tracking are so poor.
Hyper-local outreach and engagement is effective but broken systems still create
problems- All the most effective outreach and engagement was still trumped by tax policies and tax
filing procedures that are confusing and hard to navigate. This confusion is underscored by a
fundamentally under-resourced, volunteer- reliant free tax filing assistance system. While CO-OP efforts
were valiant and led to positive impacts for families and in local programming, the systemic barriers
were, and remain, extremely difficult to overcome.
Building and leveraging existing
relationships and infrastructure- The
relative success of programs in effectively
reaching and serving large numbers of
participants was closely tied to two
variables:
Leveraging existing tax outreach
and tax preparation assistance- All
awardees worked with non-profit or
governmental agencies with aligned
purposes to identify and connect to
families. Most linked their tax outreach
and tax preparation services to other
anti-poverty programs and services such
as SNAP (Food Stamps), Section 8
vouchers,
housing
programs
and
services, and Head Start and child care
services. Several awardees focused on
embedding tax outreach into existing
service streams, such as K-12 schools
and community health care programs, as
well as aligning with faith-based
organizations. For example, the New
Hampshire
Charitable
Foundation
worked with housing and rental
assistance efforts (which were also
ramping up outreach) to spread the
word to families who might be eligible
for the tax credits. Similarly, The
Community Foundation for Northeast
Florida worked with Jacksonville city
officials to ensure that public agency
case managers were reaching out to
families with tax credit and tax filing
information.
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Goal #5

To document effective strategies and tactics that measurably increase
enrollment among non-filer/hard-to-reach families, as well as barriers to enrollment.

Leveraging an existing multi-sector collaborative- Some awardees were able to add a tax
outreach and tax filing component to an existing collaborative, such as ‘collective impact,” efforts—
for example, the Southwest Initiative Foundation (Minnesota), the San Diego Foundation (California),
and the Community Foundation of Northern Virginia. Connecting to existing efforts both smoothed
the path and enabled a more expeditious launch. Conversely, the programs that seemed to struggle
the most in reaching participants were those that used the CO-OP funding to launch brand new
programs or to launch collaboratives where there was not an existing infrastructure in place.
Additionally, some new programs struggled to align their efforts with larger and more established
statewide organizations that might have allowed for more robust outreach or services if they had
worked together at an earlier stage.
Volunteers play a critical role- Historically, at the core of the VITA program is a heavy reliance
on volunteers to provide free tax assistance in community settings. The technical expertise required
to become certified as a volunteer, coupled with the time commitment involved, has presented a
challenge with respect to recruiting and deploying enough volunteers to meet demand. COVID and
the pandemic fundamentally disrupted this model, and the CO-OP awardees universally described
the challenge of recruiting sufficient volunteers to effectively staff their sites. Many organizations
adapted to the changing environment by training and deploying staff and recruiting community
ambassadors to serve as navigators.
Trusted messengers- What seemed to resonate across virtually all awardees was the increasing
reliance on trusted messengers, people who through their own lived experience and community
stature can engage, encourage, and support participants to follow-through on the tax filing process.
The awardees who deployed them were unequivocal in supporting such a model and approach as
effective in gaining the trust and confidence of families and individuals who whether due to
immigration status, limited language ability, or stigma, are not inclined to self-identify and come
forward for programs such as the CTC and EITC. Many programs indicated their commitment to
expanding the role of trusted messengers in future years.
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