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Introduction

The notion of taxes can inspire feelings of dread for many families across the country. Luckily, low-
and moderate-income families can take advantage of the VITA program to get their taxes prepared
for free by IRS-certified volunteers. For over 50 years, local VITA sites have been a financial
cornerstone of their communities to help households access dependable, quality tax preparation.

Prior to the 2021 filing season, Prosperity Now with the support of the Citi Foundation launched an
initiative to identify five key VITA partners to plan and test multiple outreach strategies to reach first-
time or lapsed filers. As a part of this partnership, Prosperity Now staff worked with key members of
the VITA program to workshop ideas, troubleshoot problems, and provide any technical assistance to
ensure smooth implementation of this program. These one-on-one engagements provide insight on
the mechanisms of each VITA program while providing specialized technical assistance. Another key
tenet of this project focused on peer-to-peer engagement. Prosperity Now staff hosted multiple peer
learning calls in which the VITA partners shared status updates, engaged in project management
activities, and utilized each other’s expertise for their own programs. Both engagements began in
October 2021 and concluded in September 2022.

This report summarizes the key findings of the partners through both qualitative and quantitative
analyses. Within these findings, a few key themes emerge on the utilization of partnerships and digital
integration that will be vital for VITA programs going forward. In addition, this report provides some
recommendations and next steps for VITA programs, funders, and policymakers as well as how to
move forward with these findings.
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A program manager at a participating VITA site provided a story of a
client who arrived as a refugee in 2021. The client then received a

$21,000 refund which they used as collateral to start their own business.

Context

Throughout the 12-month engagement period, the VITA partners identified the continued impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic as their primary hurdle to consistent service.

At the start of the project planning phase, all of the VITA partners noted an optimism to return “back
to normal” which meant mostly face-to-face preparation. For a large percentage of clients, volunteers,
and program leads, the face-to-face preparation is the preferred method. As a result of this return to
“bread and butter” preparation, many programs hoped to reach their pre-COVID return preparation
numbers.

Unfortunately, due to the Omicron surge in late 2021 and early 2022, many in-person sites closed or
adjusted their model to drop-off and/or virtual preparation. As the Omicron surge waned in February
and March, many of these sites were able to reopen to in-person service delivery, albeit on a
sporadic, ad hoc basis. One of the VITA partners, MASSCAP, noted that the filing season was a
“Reverse 2020” in which their program transitioned from virtual delivery to mostly in-person. Despite
many of the sites reopening to their preferred in-person delivery model later in the filing season, the
early season switch led to many clients filing their taxes outside of the VITA program during that key
first six weeks of the filing season.

Beyond the impacts of COVID-19, the VITA partners identified mixed messaging as a driving force for
their clients during the filing season. Due to the tax law changes as a part of the American Rescue
Plan Act (ARPA) of 2021, many filers became eligible for more and larger credit amounts than ever
before. For example, families could claim an Advanced Child Tax Credit which would allow taxpayers

In Partnerships We Trust: Examining Outreach Strategies for VITA Programs 5



to receive up to 50 percent of their Child Tax Credit amount in advance of the filing season. These
new and more robust credits served as a unique opportunity for these households to build a financial
safety net, save for the future, or simply pay down existing debts. To reach clients, the IRS sent out a
series of messages to potentially eligible households to take advantage of these credits which led to
confusion for clients. A VITA partner noted that they did not have a clear sense of which documents
clients needed to bring to the site leading to multiple trips or outright rejection of the return.

Despite the mixed messaging, the VITA partners noted that these more robust credits led to more
new filers which boosted their overall production while providing more economic opportunities for
their clients. A program manager at a participating VITA site provided a story of a client who arrived as
a refugee in 2021. The client then received a $21,000 refund which they used as collateral to start
their own business. Due to the expanded credits, this client story is far from a unique one as millions
of households were able to secure a larger refund, especially in the face of continued economic
hardship due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The bottom line is: economic empowerment is catalyzed at
tax time and enhanced credits only serve to boost that opportunity.

Program Profile

Before examining the findings of the report, an important element to note is the different models
utilized at the VITA partner sites. The basic VITA structure is as follows:

@= 1. OUTREACH: marketing to bring the client into the program. This marketing can be both
physical (flyers, word of mouth, etc.) or digital (social media, email newsletter, etc.)

2. INTAKE: the beginning of the VITA tax preparation process. Clients fill out a series of
intake documents which provide an overview of their tax situation, any needed
documentation, and other data points tracked by the VITA program.

3. PREPARATION: the preparer compiles taxpayer documents, completes the tax return,
and answers any taxpayer questions.

@ 4. QUALITY REVIEW AND FILE: a separate quality reviewer double checks the return,
adjusts any inconsistencies, and files the return with the IRS.

For each of the participating programs, their models looked slightly different. Please see Table 1
below for more information on how each program approached the filing season. In addition, we asked
the participating programs to share some of the additional financial capability programs that they
integrate into the VITA program.
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TABLE 1

BRANCHES

@ OUTREACH A mix of social media platforms. During the tax season, 5 -6 radio and TV interviews.
INTAKE
(Fax
&l
QUALITY REVIEW
“ AND FILE
(&) ADDITIONAL : : g i
Pre-paid debit cards offered through bank partnership, Financial Coachin
¥ SERVICES 3 v B B 4

CONNECTICUT ASSOCIATION FOR HUMAN SERVICES

TREACH Press releases in the media, local visits and flyers to community organizations, and texting
campaigns on GetThru.app.
INTAKE 11% Drop-off / 11% Virtual / 50% Fully in-person

PREPARATION 11% Drop-off / 11% Virtual / 50% Fully in-person

60% Drop-off / 20% Virtual / 20% Fully in-person

60% Drop-off / 20% Virtual / 20% Fully in-person

60% Drop-off / 20% Virtual / 20% Fully in-person

Q. QUALITY REVIEW

1% Drop-off / 11% Virtual / 50% Fully in-person
AND FILE

(©) ADDITIONAL

SERVICES Financial education and asset building programs with in-house programming.

KOREATOWN YOUTH COMMUNITY CENTER

Paid media — newspaper, billboard, transportation ads, in-person outreach through
community-based organizations.

50% Drop-off /Minimal Virtual / 50% Fully in-person

50% Drop-off /Minimal Virtual / 50% Fully in-person

@\ QUALITY REVIEW 100% Fully in-person

~ AND FILE

(&) ADDITIONAL

SERVICES Matched savings, financial education, grocery and utility assistance, and immigration services.
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MASSCAP

@ OUTREACH Facebook ads, social media posting, mailers, advertisements with partner
community-based organizations.
a INTAKE 25% Drop-off / 75% Fully in-person

30% Virtual / 70% Fully in-person

(), QUALITY REVIEW 30% Virtual / 70% Fully in-person
AND FILE
(©) ADDITIONAL S ) . )
Financial education, fuel assistance, benefit assistance.
=% SERVICES fnanct ' fhasst

UNITED WAY BAY AREA

Website promotion, flyers at local agencies, through outreach and site partners.

10% Drop-off / 90% Fully in-person

10% Drop-off / 90% Fully in-person

Q,\ (A}SSL;TI::E e 10% Drop-off / 90% Fully in-person
@ :g:\l;lré::u Asset building programs and services with other external and internal programs.

Findings

Throughout the project, two significant themes emerged: partnerships and digital service
application and outreach.
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Partnerships

Partnerships serve a variety of purposes for VITA programs. For the purposes of our VITA partners,
these key community stakeholders served as key points of contact for their target demographics. For
first-time or lapsed filers, returning to the tax system can be extremely complex due to issues from
back-taxes to unclaimed credits. Being able to turn to own trusted partner and their referrals for a key
service can help clients feel at ease.

A valuable first step in this process is developing localized communication to target new
demographics. Koreatown Youth Community Center (KYCC) distributed mailers in English, Spanish,
Korean, and other Indigenous Mesoamerican languages to reach the different communities in East
Los Angeles. Part of the importance of the messaging comes from understanding the demographics
and their trusted community partners. For example, throughout the state of Connecticut, our VITA
partner, the Connecticut Association for Human Services (CAHS) completed interviews on local radio
and public access television to share the value of their local VITA sites. In other words, the messenger
is equally as important as the content of the message. Leveraging trusted partners provides an
organic avenue to interface with new clients, especially those seeking to access the tax system after a
long hiatus.

To foster these trusted partnerships, each of our participating programs emphasized the

need to start small. For example, the Connecticut Association for Human Services (CAHS)

aimed to start a partnership with returning citizens organizations to target their clients. As a

part of this partnership, returning citizens, while working with their case worker, would be directed
to CAHS and their staffers to begin the tax preparation process. Laying the groundwork for a fruitful
partnership required multiple trainings to provide the returning citizens organizations the necessary
information about VITA to pass on to their clients. These trainings extended from the VITA offseason
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in August all the way until the end of the filing season in April the following year. In addition, CAHS
staff visited, when permitted by health and safety regulations, each of the partner organizations to
troubleshoot any issues and provide technical assistance. Due to COVID-19 policies forcing many
partner organizations to transition to a virtual-only model, this large material investment only garnered
a fraction of the total number of returns completed by CAHS. Despite this apparent imbalance, this
program was a big success especially given the level of interest and commitment shown by the
returning citizens organizations to highlight VITA services. Breaking ground on a new partnership
requires a lot of time and resources for VITA programs; however, identifying and supporting
committed community partners can lead to larger impact. Over time, partners will grow stronger and
more confident in their own unique niche within the VITA ecosystem. As a result of their long-term
investment, partners working with Branches could run their sites on their own which freed up capacity
for other, more high-need sites.

Virtual Service Delivery

During the past three filing seasons, the effects of
COVID-19 have rippled throughout the entire VITA
space. Utilizing digital outreach and service delivery
was a trial by fire for VITA programs trying to serve
their clients during the height of the pandemic in
early 2020. Two years later, many VITA programs
began transitioning their work back to the traditional
in-person model — our partner programs included.
Despite that, the digital apparatus remained. With
these remnants, VITA programs began this year
merging the old with the new in order to reach more
clients and volunteers in a more flexible way.

Going into this filing season, each VITA partner noted that a section of their VITA population would
not be able to fully enter the digital and/or hybrid virtual preparation space. For the rest of the VITA
stakeholder audience, an increased digital literacy and comfort presented an opportunity to grow
their capacity. On one hand, a fully digital or hybrid preparation environment allows volunteers and
clients to prepare the return asynchronously and without the traditionally long wait times at in-person
VITA sites. On the other hand, these virtual systems require a large amount of orientation to teach
clients how to use the platform as well as loading their documents properly into the system. As a start
of this orientation process, our VITA partners moved proactively by sending out early, informal text
messages and direct communication to get their clients ready for the filing season. In addition,
explaining the difference between both service delivery models and allowing clients to self-select
made the virtual process smoother than previous filing seasons. Our partners continually noted that
the virtual process is not suited for all clients, and it sometimes required multiple touchpoints to
maximize the most efficient preparation model. Even though virtual can be more efficient and less
resource-intensive than the traditional in-person preparation, showcasing the benefits and downsides
to the process as early as possible made the system a lot more manageable for both program and
client.
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Recommendations

Throughout this project, a key idea emerged: the tax time moment for low- and moderate-income
households is a key part of their financial well-being. VITA, even after celebrating its 501" birthday,
remains a cornerstone of that tax time moment by providing a quality, community-focused preparation
process. Growing upon the program’s success will require enhancements at each of the levels of the
VITA ecosystem: programmatic, funder, and policy.

VITA Programs

1. START SMALL: Regardless of your VITA experience level, breaking into new
audiences to reach more people and, in turn, increase your production can feel
incredibly daunting. A way to make that unknown frontier feel a little smaller and more
manageable is to truly start small. Work with any partners in the space to start small.
Maybe they can only host a site for one day a week or devote some staff to volunteer
hours — whatever their level, build a plan that will fit both of your organizational
models. With time and tinkering, your organization can have a partner that integrates
seamlessly into your program.
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2. PREPARATION MODEL TRIAGE: As programs transition back towards in-person
preparation, keeping a robust alternative service delivery program can provide a
much-needed capacity boost. A key element to your alternative service delivery
model should involve sorting clients and volunteers into the type of programming that
suits them the best. The sorting mechanism is entirely up to each individual program.
It can be as simple as a flyer explaining the differences between each model or a
social media quiz asking preference-based questions to get to the right answer. By
providing more information on the difference between the two, your stakeholders will
be better suited to self-select into the model that fits them the best.

3. UNDERSTAND YOUR AUDIENCE: Take an active approach in your outreach. Insights
about your audience that you’ll use in the offseason start during the preseason.
Identify the types of messages that are reaching your target audience and think about
those that are no longer working. Trust not only takes a long time to build, but it is also
an active choice rather than a passive state of being. To actively build trust, show your
audiences, both new and old, that you are listening to their concerns, questions, or
other items of feedback.

VITA Funders

1. STAY FLEXIBLE: VITA integrations can start slowly and require more intervention in
the beginning of the relationship; however, those disruptions are not indicative of a
bad partnership model. Funders should create more flexibility in their funding so
programs are able to weather the difficult first few filing seasons, even if the data
output is lower than forecasted. Giving VITA programs room to nurture more
challenging partnerships can yield much higher dividends for the community going
forward.

2. BACKBONE SUPPORT: Getting a VITA program started is a resource-intensive
process. From client management software to electronic hardware, it remains clear
that the program is long past the days of carbon paper and pencil. Funders should
keep these levels of intricacies in mind when developing strategies for their grantees
to follow. Each program’s resource commitment will look different depending on their
technical aspirations, volunteer skills, and overall program capacity. Regardless, VITA
programs will need access to technology solutions to reach and/or streamline their
existing tax preparation processes, in-person or otherwise!

3. VOLUNTEER: VITA organizations are pillars in their communities. VITA represent
friends and neighbors coming together behind a common cause and providing an
extremely valuable and no-cost service for their community. Funders who want to
work more closely with the communities they serve or the areas where they work can
learn a great deal about their neighbors by getting involved at the VITA program. In
addition, funders can learn more about the organizations that they are funding and
how they operate.
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VITA Policymakers

1. VITA PERMANENCE: Making VITA permanent helps the program in two ways. First,
VITA permanence gives the program the recognition it deserves for its many years of
community-based impact. In other words, codifying VITA legitimizes it and the people
who serve within the program. Second, VITA permanence will lower the threat of
funding cuts or outright abolition of the program. Given the current, tumultuous
political landscape, mitigating any of these risks will provide peace of mind to VITA
programs.

2. EXPAND CREDITS: A more robust tax credit system will allow more households to
maximize the impact of their refunds. Credits like the Earned Income Tax Credit and
Child Tax Credit help households build a financial safety net. The one-year tax credit
adjustments of the American Rescue Plan showcased how powerful these credits can
be; making these changes permanent will provide a consistent, foundational step
toward financial empowerment.

3. SPREAD THE WORD: If you are a champion for the VITA program, you are in great
company! VITA is a bi-partisan supported program with clients nationwide. Support
your local VITA program through a visit or press release! Outreach will bring more
clients through the doors and allow VITA programs to grow in this new normal
economy.

Regardless of where you find yourself in the VITA ecosystem, growing the program will only
strengthen the financial well-being of millions of households who free tax preparation. Approaching
VITA with an emphasis on partnerships can sow the seeds for more explosive growth in the future.
VITA organizations have adapted to the changing times with a continued focus on the clients they
serve at their sites. As the country turns to another filing season, VITA programs will continue to help
clients receive access to the credits they deserve, gain financial empowerment, and connect with
other community-based services.

Further Discussion

L . . . . In 2022, ding to data collected b
VITA is vital: this phase, despite the catchy alliteration, merely trr:e RS tszc\(;erAero(;raamaccoonnGeCcfed v

hints at how important VITA can be for people nationwide. In their clients to more than $2 billion
2022, according to data collected by the IRS, the VITA program

connected their clients to more than $2 billion. That $2 billion provides refugee women with an
opportunity to start their own business or immigrant families get the financial coaching needed to pay
down their debts or simply let families build their safety net. VITA clients come from each corner of
the country and the programs who serve them rise to meet their needs. To secure the future of the
program, analysis of VITA programs is crucial. Therefore, more research on VITA can and should be
completed to get a more complete picture of the program.

For future researchers, there is a gap on time-series data tracking VITA client outcomes over a long
period to time. A multi-year investment on a geographically diverse set of VITA clients will showcase
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what changes VITA made in their wellbeing. In addition, the proximity of tax time after the winter
holiday season could provide an area of bias in data measurement. Expanding the time horizon
further will provide more insight on the financial wellbeing of these households throughout the year
rather than a single moment in time.

Regardless of those future outcomes, we encourage you to join in with your local VITA programs to
showcase the power of partnerships. Each volunteer hour, each return completed, and each client left
satisfied only serves to raise the profile of the wonderful impact VITA can provide. Partners are the
power that make the VITA program thrive.
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