
CARSEY
I N S T I T U T E

ISSUE BRIEF NO. 57

FALL 2012

In 2009, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 
(ARRA) expanded the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), 
one of the nation’s most important safety net programs 

for poor and low-income working American families,1 in two 
targeted ways that both broadened eligibility and increased 
benefits. First, the phase-in rate and maximum benefit level 
were increased for large families (those with three or more 
children), and second, the “marriage penalty” was reduced by 
increasing the income level at which the EITC starts to phase 
out for married couples. At the same time, ARRA strength-
ened the Child Tax Credit for low-income working families 
by lowering the income threshold at which the credit becomes 
refundable from $12,550 to $3,000. After an extension in 2010, 
these expansions are now set to expire on December 31, 2012.2 

In this brief, we use Internal Revenue Service tax filing 
data to show that the share of tax returns claiming the EITC 
increased between 2007 and 2010, as did the size of the average 
credit claimed and the number of EITC filers benefitting from 
the refundable portion of the Child Tax Credit (the Additional 
Child Tax Credit, or ACTC). While some of these changes can 
no doubt be attributed to declines in income levels during the 
Great Recession, the data demonstrate increases across states 
and different types of communities that are also consistent with 
the tax credit expansions provided in ARRA. If these expan-
sions are permitted to expire, fewer working families with low 
incomes will be eligible for the credit, and among those who 
are eligible, many will see a smaller credit. 

Percent of Tax Returns Claiming EITC
Figure 1 displays the percent of federal tax returns claim-
ing the EITC between 2000 and 2010. A small increase is 
evident early in the decade, following the 2001 economic 
downturn and changes to the phase-out rate of married 
filers claiming the credit.3 Rates then remained reasonably 
steady with a slight dip in 2007. Concurrent with the onset 
of the Great Recession in late 2007, EITC rates increased 
from 2007 to 2009 and remained high in 2010, with one 

 
 Key Findings

•	 One in five federal income tax filers claimed the 
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) in tax year 2010. 
This represents a 4 percentage point increase 
since 2007, when just over one in six filers 
claimed the credit.

•	 Though the share of filers claiming the EITC 
varies widely across the country, EITC receipt  
rose across and within every state following the 
Great Recession.

•	 Nationwide, the average value of the EITC per tax 
return increased $145 between 2007 and 2010, 
from $2,102 to $2,247.4 

•	 The share of EITC filers claiming the Additional 
Child Tax Credit (ACTC) rose from 44.5 percent in 
2007 to 60.4 percent in 2010. On average, EITC 
filers claiming the ACTC took home an additional 
$1,234 in 2010—up $223 from 2007. 

Share of Tax Filers Claiming EITC Increases Across 
States and Place Types Between 2007 and 2010 
Recession and Policy Changes Associated with Growth
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Source: Brookings Institution Analysis of IRS Data

Figure 1. Share of federal tax returns claiming 
EITC 2000-2010 by place type
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Table 1. Share of tax returns claiming eitc 2007-2010 by place type (percent)

in five tax filing units benefitting from EITC dollars. The 
largest increase was observed between 2008 and 2009, 
likely reflecting the passage of ARRA expansions. Urban 
and rural places have the highest rates of EITC receipt, 
but patterns of increase are relatively consistent across 
place types. These findings suggest the EITC is responsive 
to changes in the economic cycle as previous research has 
shown—rising in response to downturns and tapering as 

it peaks—and that ARRA strengthened that responsive-
ness following the Great Recession.5 

All together, there was a 4 percentage point increase in tax 
returns claiming the EITC between 2007 and 2010 from 16 to 
20 percent of tax returns. Table 1 displays state-by-state change 
in the share of tax returns with EITC claims in 2007 and 2010. 
In no state or place type did the share of returns claiming the 
EITC fall during this time. Table 2 shows the five states with the 

Source: Brookings Institution Analysis of IRS Data
Note: Dashes represent the absence of a geography type within a state.
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Table 2. States with the largest increase in the 
share of tax returns claiming EITC 2007-2010 by 
place type

Source: Brookings Institution Analysis of IRS Data

largest increase in the percent of tax returns claiming the EITC, 
nationwide and by place type (in descending order). The largest 
increases in EITC receipt since the downturn were largely clus-
tered in the South and Intermountain West, with Mississippi 
posting the largest increase overall. Within states, places with 
the highest increases in EITC receipt include urban Alabama, 
suburban Idaho, small metropolitan areas of Utah, and rural 
Mississippi. The smallest increases were seen across the District 
of Columbia and North Dakota (not shown).

Value of the EITC and Number of Claims
Table 3 shows the average value of the credit for tax returns 
claiming the EITC, as well as the number of returns claim-
ing the credit for 2007 and 2010. In 2010, the average value of 
the credit was $2,247—an increase of $145 over 2007. Urban 
places had both the largest average credit ($2,330) in 2010 and 
the greatest increase between 2007 and 2010. The lowest aver-
age value in 2010 was in the suburbs at $2,198, $132 shy of the 
typical urban credit. 

The suburbs, where America’s population is largely 
concentrated, are home to the largest number—well over 

a third (38.3 percent)—of EITC filers. Another quarter of 
filers reside in urban areas (24.8 percent), and the remainder 
is distributed roughly equally across small metro areas and 
rural communities (18.8 and 18.1 percent, respectively). 
Notably, the suburbs experienced the largest increase in the 
number of tax returns claiming EITC, consistent with trends 
in the distribution of the broader low-income population 
over this time period.6

EITC Filers Claiming the ACTC
Table 4 shows the number of EITC tax returns that also 
claim the ACTC and the average value of the ACTC for 2007 
to 2010 by place type. The suburbs are home to the largest 
number of EITC filers also claiming ACTC. The size of credits 
claimed reflects a number of factors that can vary across dif-
ferent regions and types of communities, including wage levels 
and family composition. The value of the ACTC is greatest 
for suburban EITC filers ($1,246 in 2010). In contrast, rural 
places had the lowest average ACTC but the greatest increase 
in average ACTC ($310) over this period, bringing them to 
only $21 below the average suburban credit. 

Summary
This brief demonstrates that working Americans increasingly 
claimed the EITC in the wake of the economic recession, with 
the greatest increases in the South and Intermountain West. A 
greater share of those claiming EITC are benefitting from the 
ACTC, with rural filers seeing the largest increase. Expansions 
enacted through ARRA enabled more large families and mar-
ried couples to claim the EITC and strengthened the ACTC for 

Table 3. Number of tax returns claiming EITC and average EITC value* 2007-2010 by place type

Source: Brookings Institution Analysis of IRS Data; *In 2010 dollars.

Table 4. Number of EITC returns claiming ACTC and average value* 2007-2010 by place type

Source: Brookings Institution Analysis of IRS Data; *In 2010 dollars.
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EITC filers with children, increasing the value of these cred-
its for many. Using its comprehensive supplemental poverty 
measure, the U.S. Census Bureau estimates that these expanded 
credits kept millions of children and families out of poverty 
and lowered the poverty rate by 2.8 percentage points overall, 
and by 6.3 percentage points for children in 2011.7 Should these 
expansions be allowed to expire at the end of 2012, eligibility 
and benefit levels will decline for these families, diminishing the 
impact of these credits, even as many continue to struggle with 
the aftereffects of the recession.

Data
Data on tax filers are derived from ZIP code-level estimates 
provided by the Internal Revenue Service’s Stakeholder, 
Partnerships, Education, and Communication (SPEC) Return 
Information Databases. The Brookings Institution analyzed and 
allocated the data to create estimates at higher levels of geog-
raphy, including cities, counties, and metropolitan areas.8 Data 
for tax years 2000 through 2008 represent all tax returns filed in 
a given tax year. Due to recent changes in the SPEC database, 
data for tax years 2009 and 2010 include returns filed between 
January and June, which generally account for more than 90 
percent of all returns filed in a tax year.9 For the purposes of 
this analysis, the 100 largest metro areas—which are home to 
two-thirds of the nation’s population—are divided into “urban” 
and “suburban” areas. “Urban” areas include cities that appear 
first in the official metropolitan statistical area name, as well 
as any other city in the metro area name with a population of 
100,000 or more. “Suburbs” represent the remainder of the 
metro area outside of urban places. “Small metro areas” include 
the remaining 266 metro areas designated by the Office of 
Management and Budget. “Rural” areas represent all counties 
not included in an official metropolitan statistical area.
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