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Abstract

Refundable tax credits, especially the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and Child Tax Credit (CTC), play
a crucial role in the U.S. anti-poverty program. Although these benefits are important, many eligible
taxpayers are still not receiving them due to structural and institutional issues in the tax administration
system. This integrative review analyzes the impact of administrative complexity, lack of reliable taxpayer
assistance, digital exclusion, language and communication barriers, and institutional distrust on the use of
refundable tax credits and financial inclusion of underserved populations in the United States. The study
is based on a qualitative analysis of literature from peer-reviewed research, IRS publications, Government
Accountability Office reports, National Taxpayer Advocate materials, and policy analyses published from
2019 to 2025. The study also looks for common patterns of access inequity for low-income households,
immigrant communities, rural communities, elderly taxpayers, and racial and ethnic minority groups. The
results indicate that underutilization of refundable tax credit is part of a broader issue of financial exclusion
that has implications for household stability, economic participation, and community-level economic
resilience. While IRS modernization and community-based tax assistance programs have enhanced some
areas of taxpayer support, there are still institutional gaps. The study concludes that more equitable
participation in refundable tax credit systems requires sustained investment in accessible taxpayer
assistance, simplified filing processes, multilingual communication systems, and inclusive service design.

Keywords: refundable tax credits, financial inclusion, tax access inequality, administrative barriers, digital
exclusion, underserved populations

Introduction

The federal tax system in the United States is not just a mechanism for raising revenue, but also an
important avenue for providing financial assistance to economically disadvantaged families. Central to
this redistributive role are refundable tax credits, which allow eligible taxpayers to receive refunds even
when their tax liability has been eliminated (Hoynes, 2019; Moffitt, 2023). Some of the more important
ones are the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) from the Tax Reduction Act of 1975, and the Child Tax
Credit (CTC) from the Taxpayer Relief Act of 1997 (Hoynes, 2019; Maag & Airi, 2020). Both credits have
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become an integral part of the national anti-poverty framework over time. In 2024, the EITC and the CTC
together helped 8.2 million people move above the Supplemental Poverty Measure threshold and helped
to reduce the severity of poverty for an additional 17.5 million people (Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities, 2025). The EITC provided close to $57 billion to 23 million working families and individuals
in the United States in the 2023 tax year alone (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2025).

In addition to their poverty reduction benefits, refundable tax credits deliver immediate liquidity which
many households with low incomes rely on to pay for rent, food, transportation, utilities, health care, and
childcare (Kondratjeva et al., 2022; Schild et al., 2023). For many people, the annual tax refund is less of
a routine financial transaction and more of a means of economic survival and economic stability. In this
regard, tax administration is closely related to financial inclusion since the availability of refundable
credits affects the capacity of households to engage in economic life on more secure terms (World Bank,
2022; Yogo et al., 2025).

Despite their importance, access to refundable tax credits remains uneven (Karpman et al., 2022). The
process of filing, eligibility, and documentation requirements can be a challenge for a lot of eligible
taxpayers (Karpman et al., 2022; New Practice Lab, 2025). These challenges are disproportionately
suffered by low-income households, immigrants, non-native English speakers, rural populations, and those
with limited formal education (Suro & Findling, 2021; Karpman et al., 2022; Gosliner et al., 2025).
Throughout the years, federal oversight bodies, such as the National Taxpayer Advocate and the
Government Accountability Office, have documented significant taxpayer support system issues,
administrative accessibility, and communication problems (National Taxpayer Advocate, 2023;
Government Accountability Office, 2025).

The Internal Revenue Service has a challenging task to increase eligible participation without
compromising compliance and minimizing improper payments (Niskanen Center, 2025). Even though
millions of eligible taxpayers are not claiming the credits for which they are eligible, the improper EITC
payments have continued at a significant level, according to recent reports (Linos et al., 2020; Bryant &
Huang, 2023). This contradiction is indicative of a larger structural issue that involves administrative
complexity, inadequate taxpayer support, communication issues, and unequal access to filing support
services (Karpman et al., 2022; Bryant & Huang, 2023).

These weaknesses were further highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Temporary expansions
introduced under the American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 increased EITC eligibility and expanded benefits
for low-income workers, demonstrating the broader reach of refundable credits when access barriers are
reduced (Schild et al., 2023). But as the provisions were set to expire in 2022, millions of low-income
adults’ lost access to meaningful financial support (Maag & Airi, 2020). This shift in policy showed that,
in addition to economic factors, the design of the refundable credit program, its institutional availability,
and taxpayers' capacity to navigate administrations effectively also impact participation in refundable
credits (Maag & Airi, 2020; Moffitt, 2023).

In this context, this study aims to explore the role of structural and institutional inequities in the U.S. tax
administration system in relation to underserved communities and their access to refundable tax credits,
and to understand how these inequities affect financial inclusion and economic participation. Refundable
credits are effective tools for combating poverty, but millions of eligible taxpayers are not taking advantage
of them because of administrative complexity, limitations in tax assistance services, digital exclusion,
communication barriers, and low levels of institutional trust. The question is not just whether people file
taxes; rather, it is whether they have equal opportunities to access financial relief mechanisms that have a
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tangible impact on household and community well-being. This study explores the relationship between
tax access inequality and financial vulnerability among underserved populations, the structural barriers in
the U.S. tax administration system and their impact on the use of refundable tax credits, and the
effectiveness of IRS modernization initiatives in closing these gaps (Internal Revenue Service, 2024;
Government Accountability Office, 2025). The findings have implications for community tax assistance
providers, volunteer networks, financial inclusion practitioners, and IRS modernization efforts,
emphasizing the need for local partnerships to expand taxpayer access (Treasury Inspector General for
Tax Administration, 2023; Tax Policy Center, 2024). Overall, the research contributes to a broader
understanding of how institutional design shapes economic outcomes across socioeconomic, geographic,
and linguistic lines in the United States.

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework

Financial inclusion is the ability of individuals and households to access and use financial services and
resources to participate in the economy and achieve financial stability, including traditional financial
services and public financial support, such as refundable tax credits in the United States (World Bank,
2022; Yogo et al., 2025). This is not just about financial products being available, but about people having
access to them without major administrative, technological, or informational obstacles, which is defined
by usability, affordability, accessibility, and institutional trust (World Bank, 2022). The tax system in this
context serves as a key financial inclusion infrastructure, influencing the ability of economically
vulnerable households to access income transfers to support economic participation and reduce financial
hardship (Kondratjeva et al., 2022; Schild et al., 2023; Opoku et al., 2025).

In this study, tax access inequality is defined as the unequal capability of individuals and households in
different socioeconomic, geographic, linguistic, and demographic groups to effectively access tax
information, tax filing assistance, and tax refundable benefits. Tax access inequality functions as passive
exclusion as opposed to tax evasion or avoidance. Eligible individuals are not explicitly excluded from
benefits by legal restrictions, but rather, they are denied the benefit by structural conditions that make
participation difficult or inaccessible (New Practice Lab, 2025).

Several interrelated factors influence tax access inequality. Access to in-person taxpayer assistance is
restricted in rural and underserved areas because of geographic disparities (Treasury Inspector General for
Tax Administration, 2023). Limited English Proficiency populations lack access to tax information and
assistance services due to language barriers (Suro & Findling, 2021; AOL News, 2025). Taxpayers who
do not have reliable internet connections or digital skills to use online filing systems are also impacted by
digital exclusion (Internal Revenue Service, 2024). The lack of trust in institutions further limits the
participation of communities that have had adverse experiences with government agencies (Gosliner et
al., 2025). Therefore, legal eligibility for refundable tax credits does not necessarily mean that they are
practically accessible.

The review is grounded in Social Exclusion Theory and Institutional Theory. Social Exclusion Theory
explains how structural and administrative systems can cause some populations to be excluded from
meaningful engagement in economic and public institutions. Within the context of refundable tax credits,
exclusion occurs when filing systems, communication structures, and administrative requirements
disproportionately disadvantage vulnerable populations. The structural complexity is thus an exclusionary
process, reinforcing the socioeconomic inequalities already in place. The Institutional Theory supports
this view by addressing the question of how organizational structures, administrative processes,
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technology systems, and resource allocation choices affect access to public services. In the context of the
tax administration system, the theory emphasizes the ways in which institutional functions and structures
of the tax administration system can inadvertently create inequities in access to refundable tax credits
among various population groups (National Taxpayer Advocate, 2023; Government Accountability Office,
2025).

These theoretical approaches collectively offer a lens to examine why refundable tax credit
underutilization is not necessarily a problem of behavior and/or awareness on the part of taxpayers, but
rather a result of a set of structural and institutional factors that affect access to financial relief systems in
the U.S. (Karpman et al., 2022; Bryant & Huang, 2023).

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative integrative review approach to examine structural barriers affecting
refundable tax credit utilization and financial inclusion among underserved populations in the United
States. The integrative review method was selected as it enables the integration of evidence from academic
research, government reports, policy documents, and institutional publications related to the research
problem.

Literature was retrieved from databases such as Google Scholar, ResearchGate, IRS publications,
Government Accountability Office (GAO) reports, National Taxpayer Advocate reports, Tax Policy Center
publications, and reports from recognized policy research organizations.

The search included articles published from 2019 to 2025 that included the following terms: Earned
Income Tax Credit (EITC), Child Tax Credit (CTC), financial inclusion, tax administration, financial
access inequalities, underserved populations, digital exclusion, IRS modernization, taxpayer assistance,
and tax access inequality. A total of 38 publications were included in the review. The publications were
selected based on their relevance to refundable tax credits, taxpayer accessibility, financial inclusion, and
structural barriers within the U.S. tax administration system. Sources that were not primarily about tax
policy or not U.S.-specific were excluded. Titles, abstracts, and full texts were screened based on author
discretion for relevance to refundable tax credits, taxpayer accessibility, financial inclusion, and structural
barriers in the United States. The collected literature was analyzed using thematic analysis. Recurring
findings were grouped into key themes, including administrative complexity, limited taxpayer assistance,
digital exclusion, communication barriers, institutional trust, and the financial consequences of refundable
tax credit underutilization.

Structural Barriers Associated with the Utilization of Refundable Tax Credits

Taxpayer disengagement is not the only reason for the underutilization of refundable tax credits in the
United States; there are structural barriers deeply embedded in the tax administration system. The next
sections explore the major types of structural barriers that disproportionately impact underserved
populations, none of which exist in isolation but rather as a compounding system of disadvantage.

Administrative complexity and filing issues

One of the most important structural obstacles to the use of refundable tax credits is the complexity of the
U.S. tax system. The Earned Income Tax Credit has often been considered one of the most technically
complex provisions of the federal tax code, as it is subject to a variety of intricate rules and conditions that
must be followed when determining eligibility for the credit, including rules on investment income limits,
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residency requirements, qualifying children, and tax filing status (Hoynes, 2019; Maag & Airi, 2020). For
individuals who are not financially savvy, have not received formal tax training, or cannot afford a
professional tax adviser, these requirements can be prohibitive, not just difficult (Karpman et al., 2022;
New Practice Lab, 2025).

This complexity is evidenced by continuing filing errors as well as the underutilization of refundable
credits. High rates of improper payments in the EITC program are often cited as evidence of inefficiency,
but they also provide insight into the challenges of administering a complicated benefit system through
procedures that many eligible taxpayers cannot easily follow (Bryant & Huang, 2023; Niskanen Center,
2025). Administrative complexity is thus a structural burden that disproportionately affects low-income
families with limited time, money, and procedural knowledge (Karpman et al., 2022; Moffitt, 2023).
Documentation requirements further intensify these challenges. To claim refundable credits, taxpayers
may need to submit evidence of residency, dependent eligibility, and earned income, which may not be
regularly available or maintained by low-income taxpayers (National Taxpayer Advocate, 2023; Gosliner
et al., 2025). This is particularly important for gig workers, domestic workers, informal sector workers,
and households with unstable working conditions.

People with changing family structures and income may also struggle with determining eligibility and
accurately filing forms (Linos et al., 2020). The filing process is complicated, which leads to dependence
on paid preparers and external assistance services. Professional assistance can help increase the accuracy
of claims, but it also adds financial burdens to economically vulnerable households (Kondratjeva et al.,
2022). Meanwhile, there are many communities where access to reliable free taxpayer assistance is still
uneven, and many eligible taxpayers are not getting the assistance they need to successfully claim and
receive refundable tax credits (Treasury Inspector General for Tax Administration, 2023; Tax Policy
Center, 2024).

Limited access to reliable tax assistance

Free tax preparation assistance is a crucial support mechanism for low-income taxpayers who do not have
the means to prepare their own taxes or afford paid preparers. The main federally funded program that
offers this support is the Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA) program, which has been operated by
the IRS since 1971 (Tax Policy Center, 2024). VITA partners with nonprofit organizations, community
agencies, and government-supported programs to provide free tax preparation services for eligible low-
and moderate-income taxpayers, persons with disabilities, elderly taxpayers, and taxpayers with limited
English proficiency (Tax Policy Center, 2024; Internal Revenue Service, 2024).

Although VITA serves millions of taxpayers each year, its geographic reach is still insufficient to meet
need. Federal oversight reports have consistently cited resource allocation problems within VITA
programs, especially in areas with large low-income populations and few nearby assistance sites (Treasury
Inspector General for Tax Administration, 2023). Tribal areas and rural communities are particularly
affected because free preparation programs and Taxpayer Assistance Centers are difficult to find or non-
existent (Treasury Inspector General for Tax Administration, 2023; New Practice Lab, 2025). In those
regions, taxpayers face substantial obstacles to obtaining accurate filing assistance, which can lead to non-
filing, filing errors, or underutilization of refundable credits (Karpman et al., 2022).

Digital exclusion and communication barriers
Research on digital inequality highlights the scale of this gap. Lower-income households are much less
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likely than higher-income households to have reliable internet connections at home, even as government
services increasingly move online (World Bank, 2022; Yogo et al., 2025). Even federally supported
connectivity programs have experienced significant enrolment challenges, highlighting that digital
exclusion is not only a matter of infrastructure but also of navigating technology-based enrolment and
verification systems. For many low-income taxpayers, smartphones are the primary means of internet
access. While mobile devices can support simple online tasks, they are not ideal for document-intensive
activities such as filing taxes, uploading documents, navigating multi-page forms, or securely storing
financial data (Karpman et al., 2022).

The expansion of digital tax services has consequently produced uneven outcomes across population
groups. As filing systems become increasingly technology-dependent, older adults, rural communities,
and economically disadvantaged families may find them harder to navigate, especially when alternative
service options are limited (Government Accountability Office, 2025). The digital divide in tax
administration therefore reflects not only unequal access to technology but also differences in digital
literacy, technological familiarity, and effective system use. According to Nwinyi and Oman-Amoako
(2026), digital systems can improve administrative efficiency, but equitable outcomes depend on users’
ability to access and interact with those systems effectively.

Immigrant communities and populations with Limited English Proficiency experience communication and
language barriers that intensify these challenges. Millions of LEP individuals are employed in low-wage
industries and may be eligible for refundable tax credits, but understanding eligibility, completing forms,
responding to IRS notices, and communicating with tax preparers often require levels of language
proficiency and technical knowledge that some taxpayers do not possess (Suro & Findling, 2021; Guzman
& Sifre, 2023). Although the IRS offers multilingual resources and interpreter services, questions remain
about the extent to which that support reflects the full linguistic diversity of taxpayers (Internal Revenue
Service, 2024).

Communication barriers are further intensified by the technical design of tax forms, notices, and official
correspondence. Many IRS communications use legal and administrative terminology that exceeds the
reading comprehension of some recipients, especially when notices are sent in English to taxpayers whose
primary language is not English (National Taxpayer Advocate, 2023; Gosliner et al., 2025). As a result,
taxpayers may misunderstand filing requirements, fail to respond appropriately to notices, or remain
uncertain about eligibility and documentation requirements.

There has also been uncertainty in recent years about the future of multilingual taxpayer services because
of policy debates over federal language requirements and how changes in those requirements might affect
vulnerable populations. A decline in multilingual support would likely exacerbate disparities in tax access
for LEP communities (AOL News, 2025). More generally, weak communication systems contribute to
incorrect filings, refund delays, compliance challenges, and lower participation rates in refundable tax
credit programs (Bryant & Huang, 2023). For many underserved taxpayers, digital and communication
barriers operate simultaneously, creating compounded obstacles that limit effective access to tax-based
financial support systems (New Practice Lab, 2025).

Institutional trust and taxpayer confidence

One of the major challenges affecting the utilization of refundable tax credits among vulnerable
populations in the United States is institutional mistrust. For communities that have had negative
experiences with government agencies, such as immigrant communities, formerly incarcerated people,
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and some rural communities, interactions with the IRS may be associated with legal, financial, or
administrative risk that deters participation in refundable tax credit programmes (Suro & Findling, 2021;
Gosliner et al., 2025). Fear of audit is particularly significant among EITC claimants, especially given the
historical concentration of EITC-related audits among lower-income taxpayers (National Taxpayer
Advocate, 2023; Bryant & Huang, 2023). This fear of government scrutiny may discourage filing or
claiming even when individuals are eligible for refundable credits.

Finally, the perceived complexity of tax administration adds to taxpayer unease and disengagement. When
people are unclear about eligibility criteria, filing obligations, or the likely consequences of participation,
inaction can become a rational response to uncertainty (Karpman et al., 2022; New Practice Lab, 2025).
Consequently, eligible taxpayers may fail to claim credits for which they qualify because the perceived
risks of engagement outweigh the perceived benefits.

Research on refundable credit participation suggests that institutional trust and perceived system
accessibility significantly influence taxpayer participation rates (Linos et al., 2020; Gosliner et al., 2025).
This suggests that improving refundable tax credit utilization is more than an administrative issue. It also
requires trust-building measures such as greater transparency, stronger community-based communication
systems, and increased confidence in taxpayer support systems within historically underserved
communities (Bryant & Huang, 2023).

Tax Access Inequality and Financial Inclusion

Tax access inequality is not just an administrative problem; it has real and measurable effects on the
financial inclusion and economic security of underserved households. This section explores the
relationship between barriers to refundable tax credit utilization and broader patterns of financial
vulnerability, reduced economic participation, and community-level economic disadvantage.

Financial vulnerability among low-income households

Annual tax refunds derived from refundable tax credits are an important source of financial support for
many lower-income households and are often the single largest financial transaction received in a year
(Hoynes, 2019; Mofftitt, 2023). For families with children, the average Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)
for the 2022 tax year was about $3,338, which could be equivalent to wages of multiple weeks’ or months’
for low-wage earners (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2024; Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities, 2025). As a result, refundable credits often serve as a significant mechanism through which
households repay debt, build emergency savings, pay overdue bills, or finance essential household needs
(Kondratjeva et al., 2022; Schild et al., 2023).

The financial consequences of unclaimed, delayed, or reduced refunds are significant. Administrative
complexity, verification requirements, and refund processing delays may disrupt household financial
planning, particularly for EITC claimants whose refunds are subject to statutory processing restrictions
(National Taxpayer Advocate, 2023). When anticipated refunds do not arrive on time, households already
operating under severe liquidity constraints may face missed rent payments, utility disconnections, greater
reliance on high-cost short-term borrowing, and overall financial instability (Kondratjeva et al., 2022).
Refundable tax credits also act as a financial buffer for economically disadvantaged families contending
with an unpredictable labour market, high living costs, and limited access to conventional credit markets
(Hoynes, 2019; Splinter, 2020). When eligible taxpayers do not successfully claim these credits, families
lose a substantial income supplement that could help maintain short-term economic stability and reduce
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financial hardship (Moffitt, 2023; Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, 2025). As a result, barriers
to refundable tax credit utilization contribute directly to deeper household vulnerability and reduced
financial resilience among low-income populations (Adebayo et al., 2025a; Adebayo et al., 2025b).

Underserved populations, economic participation, and household stability

Households that do not claim refundable credits lose resources that could help them achieve long-term
economic stability and mobility (Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, 2025). Repeated
underutilization of refundable credits over multiple years may reduce the ability of low-income families
to invest in education, health care, transportation reliability, and other conditions associated with sustained
economic participation (Hoynes, 2019; Moffitt, 2023). At a broader level, large-scale non-participation in
refundable credit programmes represents a cumulative loss of financial support among populations the tax
system was designed to assist (Bryant & Huang, 2023).

The effects of refundable tax credit underutilization are not distributed evenly across the population.
Lower-income families with children, immigrants, rural populations, older adults, and racial or ethnic
minorities face heightened risk of encountering multiple barriers, including administrative complexity,
limited assistance, digital exclusion, communication barriers, and institutional distrust (Karpman et al.,
2022; New Practice Lab, 2025). The combination of these barriers creates compounded disadvantages that
not only limit access to refundable credits but also reduce the financial protection these programmes are
intended to provide (Gosliner et al., 2025).

Community level economic implications

Multiplier effects from refund spending in economically distressed areas are a recurring finding in the
literature on refundable tax credits. Refunds are quickly absorbed into local markets, generating additional
economic activity for small businesses and local service providers (Splinter, 2020; Schild et al., 2023).
This means that the underutilization of refundable credits may significantly weaken local economic
circulation and reduce community financial resilience (Adebayo et al., 2025a; Adebayo et al., 2025b).
Geographic disparities in taxpayer assistance infrastructure further intensify these economic inequalities.
The unequal distribution of VITA sites and taxpayer support services across urban, rural, and tribal
communities shape patterns of access to refundable credits and the distribution of refunds across regions
(Treasury Inspector General for Tax Administration, 2023; Tax Policy Center, 2024). Communities with
limited taxpayer assistance resources therefore lose not only the direct financial benefits associated with
refundable credits but also the broader economic effects generated through local spending and circulation
(Bryant & Huang, 2023).

The overall result is a self-reinforcing cycle in which communities already facing economic disadvantage
experience further reductions in refundable credit-related spending, limiting opportunities for local
economic stability and community financial development (World Bank, 2022; Yogo et al., 2025). In this
context, tax access inequality has consequences that extend beyond individual taxpayers and contribute to
broader patterns of regional and community-level economic inequality.

IRS Modernization and Public Tax Assistance Initiatives
Federal and institutional responses to tax access inequality have emerged mainly in the form of IRS
modernization and the growth of publicly funded tax assistance programs. This section reviews the scope
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and limitations of these programs and how current institutional barriers persist in limiting equitable access
to refundable tax credits.

IRS modernization efforts

The modernization agenda also included expanding options for electronic submission, reopening Taxpayer
Assistance Centers for in-person service, redesigning taxpayer notices, and broadening paperless
processing (Internal Revenue Service, 2024; Government Accountability Office, 2025). Among the most
significant initiatives was the launch of the Direct File pilot programme in 2024, which gave eligible
taxpayers in selected states access to a free IRS-managed electronic filing platform. The programme
marked a significant departure from the agency’s historical reliance on private tax software vendors and
was designed to remove cost barriers to e-filing (Internal Revenue Service, 2024, May 2).

Despite these developments, the effectiveness of IRS modernization efforts remains uneven.
Technological modernization does not automatically produce equitable access, even if expanded digital
services can improve administrative efficiency and shorten processing times (Government Accountability
Office, 2025; Nwinyi & Oman-Amoako, 2026). As filing becomes more electronic, taxpayers with limited
digital literacy, language barriers, inadequate broadband access, or limited internet connectivity may still
struggle to navigate the increasingly digital filing environment (Karpman et al., 2022; World Bank, 2022).
Modernization programmes can therefore improve service delivery for some taxpayers while leaving
accessibility gaps for others.

Uncertainty surrounding the long-term direction of IRS modernization has also emerged as a significant
institutional concern. Political debate over IRS funding and administrative priorities has interrupted and
reshaped modernization efforts, raising concerns about continuity and the long-term sustainability of
reform (Government Accountability Office, 2025). These developments suggest that although
modernization may improve operational efficiency, significant structural issues must still be addressed
before access to refundable tax credits can become more equitable (National Taxpayer Advocate, 2023;
Niskanen Center, 2025).

Volunteer and community-based tax assistance programs

Integrated community assistance models may also improve participation among populations with
historically lower levels of institutional trust. Partnerships among immigrant organizations, local
nonprofits, and community leaders can strengthen outreach credibility and improve communication with
taxpayers who may not otherwise engage with the formal tax system (Suro & Findling, 2021; Gosliner et
al., 2025). In this context, community-based tax assistance functions not only as a filing support
mechanism but also as part of a broader financial inclusion strategy for addressing barriers to participation
in refundable tax credits (Opoku et al., 2025; Yogo et al., 2025).

Although these programmes have expanded access for many taxpayers, their effectiveness is limited by
funding shortages, volunteer capacity, uneven service availability, and increasing demand for free taxpayer
assistance (Treasury Inspector General for Tax Administration, 2023; National Taxpayer Advocate, 2023).
Consequently, volunteer and community-based assistance programmes remain important but incomplete
responses to the broader structural barriers embedded in the U.S. tax administration system (Bryant &
Huang, 2023; New Practice Lab, 2025).
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Remaining institutional gaps

Many taxpayer assistance programmes are seasonal, which reduces their effectiveness. Most free filing
services are available only during the standard filing season, so taxpayers seeking help with amended
returns, delayed filings, IRS notices, and other off-season issues may find it difficult to obtain assistance
(National Taxpayer Advocate, 2023; Tax Policy Center, 2024). Volunteer stafting also creates challenges
for the long-term consistency and scalability of services (Treasury Inspector General for Tax
Administration, 2023).

Institutional uncertainty surrounding IRS modernization efforts has created additional concerns about the
continuity of access reforms. Although modernization has strengthened taxpayer services and increased
digital processing capacity, disruptions and programme re-evaluations have raised concerns about long-
term implementation and administrative stability (Internal Revenue Service, 2024; Government
Accountability Office, 2025). These disruptions directly affect low-income taxpayers who depend on
stable and accessible support systems to file their taxes.

Other operational issues within the broader tax administration system also remain unresolved. Taxpayer
advocacy reports continue to identify processing delays, communication difficulties, and service access
problems affecting taxpayers who seek assistance through IRS support channels (National Taxpayer
Advocate, 2023; Internal Revenue Service, 2024). Consequently, although some improvements have been
made through existing reforms, many of the barriers to refundable tax credit participation remain largely
unaddressed.

Discussion

The review shows that tax access inequality has significant implications for financial inclusion.
Refundable tax credits function not only as tax instruments but also as tools for economic support,
financial participation, and household stabilization (Hoynes, 2019; Moffitt, 2023). When eligible
taxpayers cannot successfully access these credits, the tax system fails to function effectively as a channel
for economic inclusion (Opoku et al., 2025; Yogo et al., 2025). In this context, barriers to the use of
refundable credits point to deeper systemic problems in administrative accessibility and equitable public
service provision.

The evidence indicates that the underutilization of refundable tax credits results from a combination of
administrative, technological, communicative, and institutional barriers rather than from any single factor.
Addressing these challenges requires a more comprehensive response than technological modernization
alone. Meaningful reform depends on sustained investment in accessible taxpayer services, simplified
administrative processes, multilingual communication systems, community-based assistance
infrastructure, and institutional practices capable of strengthening trust and promoting equitable
participation among underserved populations (Pallapati & Oman-Amoako, 2026; Osei, 2026; Yeboah et
al., 2026).

Recommendations

The results of this review indicate that several policy and institutional measures are needed to improve
equitable access to refundable tax credits in the United States. First, Congress should increase and sustain
funding for VITA and other community-based taxpayer assistance programmes, especially in rural, tribal,
and underserved communities. Funding mechanisms should also enable VITA sites to assist taxpayers with
self-employment income, ITIN-related cases, and other filing situations commonly faced by low-income
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taxpayers.

Fourth, the IRS should strengthen long-term partnerships with community-based organizations, including
immigrant service providers, faith-based organizations, tribal governments, universities, and local
nonprofits. These partnerships can enhance taxpayer outreach, strengthen institutional trust, and increase
participation among the most underserved populations.

Fifth, financial education and financial capability programmes should be more fully integrated into
taxpayer assistance programmes. Combining tax preparation services with savings programmes, financial
counselling, benefits screening, and taxpayer education may improve both refundable credit participation
and broader financial inclusion outcomes among underserved households.

Conclusion

The review also shows that the underutilization of refundable tax credits is not merely a tax administration
issue but a marker of broader patterns of financial exclusion. Failure to claim these credits successfully
affects not only individual taxpayers but also household stability, economic mobility, and community
resilience. Although the IRS has taken steps to modernize its operations and expand community-based
assistance, significant institutional obstacles remain. Achieving more equitable access to refundable tax
credits therefore requires sustained investment in accessible taxpayer assistance, administrative
simplification, multilingual communication systems, and community-embedded support structures
capable of improving participation among underserved populations.
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