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New Study Finds EITC Non-Claimant Rate Likely Double IRS Estimate 

As Tax Day Approaches, Almost 10 Million People Losing Out on Billions in Tax Refunds 

Memphis – On average, only 45 percent of households with eligible earnings are claiming 

the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) nationally, while in some states  as few as 31 percent of 

households with eligible earnings are claiming it. This is in stark contrast with official figures: 

According to the data available from the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and the Brookings 

Institution, anywhere from 80 - 85 percent of those eligible to claim the EITC do so. Dr. Elena 

Delavega, assistant professor in the Department of Social Work at the University of Memphis, 

has discovered that the official figures at all income levels are inaccurate. Says Dr. Delavega: 

"There are methodological issues with this kind of data, of course, but the results should not be 

so wildly different. This is an important issue and the lack of appropriate research is only 

contributing to the problem.”  
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  Although the EITC is an excellent way to end poverty by promoting work and self-

reliance, many poor people are not claiming it for various reasons. In Dr. Delavega’s state 

rankings chart, North Dakota has the worst EITC nonclaim rate (68.6 percent), while Hawaii has 

the best (36.4 percent). The national average is 55 percent. Despite the rhetoric, this problem 

does not appear to be a concern to the IRS, since it last published a report on this topic in 1996. 

Moreover, the Brookings Institution’s research focuses on the EITC credit payment error rate, 

which the Institution claims to be as high as 35 percent. Because so few low-income households 

claim the credit, the overpayment rate appears questionable.  

Dr. Delavega estimates that almost 10 million Americans are not filing for the EITC tax 

credit, losing out on billions and billions of their hard-earned wages. Moreover, since people are 

able to back file their tax returns for up to three years, the actually number of lost dollars to low- 

and moderate-income people is actually a lot higher. 

The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is a refundable tax credit American citizens or 

permanent residents can receive if they have earned any income in a fiscal year. The purpose of 

the EITC is to redress poverty by transferring income to the lowest-earning workers. Rather than 

provide welfare and encourage dependence, the EITC encourages employment and fosters 

independence and self-reliance. Larger families can earn more income and still qualify for the 

EITC.   
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THE EARNED INCOME TAX CREDIT: A STATE BY STATE RANKING 
Table 1 - Percentage Difference (Ratio) between Households at Income Level and Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) Claim Rate
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Table 2 – Percentage Difference (Ratio) between Households at Income Level and Earned Income 

Tax Credit (EITC) Claim Rates and Average of the States 

 
 

NOTE: 

For Fiscal Year 2013, a single individual earning $13,460 was eligible to receive the credit, but a single mother or father of one child could earn as much as $35,535 
and still be eligible, and a family with three children as much as $48,362. Given the above and the limitations of available data, the authors have chosen to utilize 
IRS reports of incomes up to $49,999. The authors have selected to conduct the analysis utilizing households given that the number of households is highly 
correlated with the number of returns reported by the IRS (r=0.976, p=.000), suggesting that it is the most appropriate measure. While not all households are 
eligible to file, some households are composed of more than one eligible filer. On average 36% of births occur to unmarried mothers, suggesting that a large 
percentage of the population is eligible to claim the EITC even in smaller households. Although, on average, about 28% of households are composed of single 
individuals, households that are composed of non-related individuals who are eligible to file taxes independently exceed this number by 45%, This also suggests 
that the number of tax filers should exceed the number of households at each income level.  
 
While it is impossible to estimate with extreme precision the non-claim rate, due to complex methodological difficulties and data availability (Williams & 
Kneebone, 2013), state rankings provide useful insights, in particular when there is wild variation among the states, and when the obtained results differ so greatly 
from the “best available research by the IRS and other scholars” (Williams & Kneebone).  According to the Brookings Institution, anywhere from 80% to 85% of 
those eligible to claim the EITC do so (Williams & Kneebone), producing a non-claim rate of 15% to 20%, very different from the present results.  
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Table 3 – Number of Households Not Claiming the Earned Income Tax Credit and Dollar Amount Lost to States and Communities 
 

 
Data and Other Sources:  

IRS, Statistics of Income Division, Individual Master File System, December 2011. 
US Census Bureau:  2010 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates: Selected Economic Characteristics, Selected Social Characteristics, Selected Housing Characteristics.  

Williams, J.R., & Kneebone, E. (2013). EITC interactive: User guide and data dictionary. Metropolitan Policy Program, The Brookings Institution. Retrieved March 30, 2013, from 

http://www.brookings.edu/about/programs/metro/eitc/eitc-data#people 

The Earned Income Tax Credit: Dollars Not Claimed** 

For All Households Up to $49,999: 
 

 National IRS Data for All Households: 
 

Number of Total Tax Returns Filed 94,140,914 Total Taxable Income 8,207,635,344,000 

Total Number of Wage and Salary Tax Returns Filed 74,059,233 Total Dollar Amount Received in Taxes  1,053,870,911,000 

Total Number of EITC Claims Filed  20,561,160 Total Dollar Amount Paid in EITC  60,594,055,000 

Number of Potentially Eligible Households* 30,307,952 

 Percentage of Eligible Households Claiming EITC 68.00% 

Percentage of Eligible Households NOT Claiming 
EITC 

32.16% Percent of Tax Receipts that EITC Represents 5.75% 

Number of Potentially Eligible Households Not 
Claiming EITC  

9,746,792 
Percent of Tax Receipts that EITC Possible If 
Maximum Amount Paid 

9.23% 

Dollar Amount Lost to Communities and States If All 
Eligible Households Received the EITC in the 
Following Amounts: 

 

 

$457  4,454,284,008 

$1,300  12,670,829,782 

$2,700  26,316,338,778 

$4,000  38,987,168,560 

*Number of Potentially Eligible Households is based on percentage of eligible households at each income level. This figure is calculated by estimating number of households of 
eligible characteristics for each income level and aggregating income-level data.  

**The estimates presented herein are extremely conservative - the number of eligible households not claiming the EITC may be much higher. 

 


