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Methodology 
 
The goals of the evaluation of the Newark Asset Building Coalition (NABC) Newark Free Tax Prep 
Program for tax year 2020 were to collect retrospective information from the main audiences involved 
in the program and to analyze and report on existing data. Evaluation questions were developed 
through a collaborative process involving feedback from the Newark Asset Building Coalition members. 
The primary questions this study addresses include:  

1. How productive were Newark Free Tax Prep sites in 
terms of number of tax returns filed and helping 
families claim the EITC?  

2. Were outreach methods successful in getting families 
to file their taxes at Newark free tax prep sites, and 
which ones were the most successful? 

3. Did Newark Free Tax Prep increase the number of 
families claiming their refunds in the low and 
moderate income communities targeted by NABC?  

 
This program evaluation used a mixed-method design drawing 
on a number of evaluation methods including the following 
five sources of program data:  

• NABC Universal Intake Form- The intake consists of demographic questions, information about 
tax services in previous years, the way in which individuals found out about VITA, banking 
behavior, and saving and spending plans for tax return money. 

• Tax Preparer/ Volunteer Surveys- A survey created to assess the satisfaction of volunteers/tax 
preparers and their perspective on the impact of the program.  

• Secondary administrative and public data sources- cited as used in document. 

 
All demographic information in this report is analyzed from the Newark Free Tax Prep Universal Intake Form. 3856 
Participants completed this survey, enough for a ±0.9 Margin of Error. This means one can be 95% confident that 
the true answer lies within ±0.9 percentage points of the finding. While this is the 5th consecutive year of 
evaluating the Newark Free Tax Prep Program, Covid-19 continues to make usual coordination of data collection 
challenging. The number of universal intakes is substantial enough to generalize, but all site locations are not 
represented at the rates of preparations completed.  As a result, data is not broken down in this report by site, and 
the results of this year should be compared to other years cautiously, if at all. Breakdown of tax preparations 
completed by site are below. 
 

Site Intake Forms 
UWGN 48 
Ironbound Community Corporation 272 
NJ Citizen Action 3224 
Urban League of Essex County  154 
Unknown  158 
Total 3856 



Executive Summary 
 
Tax Year 2020 posed many of the same challenges as 2019 for the NABC with COVID-19 
restrictions still in effect. Despite having many fewer sites this year due to limitations of in-
person gatherings and loss of tax sites at schools and hospitals, the NABC still prepared a high 
number of taxes serving the community safely via drop-off/pick-up taxes and remotely. The 
numbers from Newark Tax Prep sites this year showed the first signs of the long-term financial 
effects of the pandemic, with many less filers and significantly less earned income tax credits 
received.  While employment status and benefits received have remained consistent over the 
past four years, in tax year 2020 less tax filers were employed part-time or full-time and more 
tax filers were unemployed, retired, or disabled. Significantly more filers were receiving 
benefits in the form of SNAP, Unemployment, and SSI/SSDI. 
 
 

Tax Year 

2018 2019 2020 

Total Returns Completed 9,262 5,465 5,858 

Total Federal Refund Amount $13,983,175 $12,423,176 $9,868,401.00 

Total Earned Income Tax Credits $4,603,802 $4,580,128 $2,621,022 

Earned Income Tax Credits Received 2,672 3,114 1,403 

Total Amount Saved In Filing Fees For Participants $1,630,112 $1,961,168 $1,101,304 
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Newark Free Tax Prep 
Tax Year 2020 Overview 

 

 

Urban 
League 

New 
Community 
Corporation 

East 
Orange 
Public 
Library 

UWGN online 
site 

(GetYourRefund) 

Ironbound 
Community 
Corporation 

New Jersey 
Citizen 
Action 

Totals 

Number of 
Prepared Tax 
Returns 

180 303 449 163 597 4166 5858 

Total Refund 
Amount 360,320 722,184 647,761 363,567 962,655 6,811,914 9,868,401 

EIC Count 54 96 90 54 109 1,000 1,403 

Total EIC 91,365 215,189   134,189 117,481 364,493 1,698,305 2,621,022 

Average EIC 1,345 1,913 1,269 1,802 2,377 1,698 1,734 

Average AGI 26,294 26,083 24,206 21,845 21,838 17,251 22,919 

Child Tax Credit 28 46 42 31 102 509 758 

Total Child Tax 
Credit 46,654 57,777 41,484 38,756 129,749 581,708 896,128 

Additional Child 
Tax Credit 26 47 25 24 120 481 723 

Total Additional 
Child Tax Credit 36,689 77,806 37,874 36,604 178,831 709,751 1,077,555 

Education Tax 
Credit 12 17 20 16 21 132 218 

Total Education Tax 
Credit 14,081 24,763 33,714 20,751 32,088 201,781 327,178 

Requesting Direct 
Deposit 128 216 307 127 323 2.622 3,723 

Save Your Refund 0 0 0 0 0 30 30 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Tax Filer Demographics 
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Single
67%

Divorced
13%

Married
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Widow/er 
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Marital Status

Female , 
60%

Male, 39%

Prefer to 
describe, 1%

Gender

Tax Filers by Race/Ethnicity 
Black  65% 

Latino 27% 
White  5% 

Asian or Pacific Islander 2% 
Native American  1% 

Multiple Races 1% 
 

The proportions are almost identical 
to last year’s tax filers by age, marital 
status, gender, and race/ethnicity. 
This establishes 5 years of strong 
consistency in population served for 
the NABC.  
 
Aligned with previous years, there is a 
balanced distribution of tax filers 
served across all age ranges. 
Continuing to demonstrate that there 
doesn’t seem to be a disproportion in 
marketing and outreach for different 
age groups.  
 
Also aligned with previous years, the 
race/ethnicity of VITA Participants 
closely mirrors the race/ethnicity of 
the city of Newark, NJ, especially 
making less that $60,000/year.  This is 
a sign that the Newark Asset Building 
Coalition served the population evenly. 
 
The proportion of men to women 
served is about the same as the last 2 
years, 60% of Newark Free Tax Prep 
participants are women, aligned with 
59% in last year and 60% in tax year 
2018. 
 
About seven in ten tax filers are single 
or never married, while about one in 
ten are married and one in ten are 
divorced. This is consistent with 
previous reports.  
 



Tax Filer Demographics 
Less tax filers were employed part-time or full-time than last year, tax year 2019. More tax filers were 
unemployed, retired or disabled than last year. Four in ten (42%) tax filers were employed full time, 
compared to more than half (52%) last year. Under two in ten (19%) held part-time jobs, compared to 
26% last year. Three in ten were either unemployed (15% up from 6% last year), retired (11% up from 
5% last year), or disabled/not able to work (4% up from 1% last year). 
 
Although still less than two in ten, more filers were receiving benefits in the form of SNAP (15% up 
from 7% last year), Unemployment (11% up from 2%), and SSI/SSDI (10% up from 4%).  
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Tax Filers by Highest Level of Education

 Number of children 
in the house 

Number of 
dependents claimed 

0 78% 77% 

1 12% 14% 

2 7% 6% 

3 7% 2% 

4+ 0% 1% 

Benefits Received by Filers 

SNAP 15% 

SSI/SSDI 10% 

Unemployment 11% 

Medicare/Medicaid 27% 

 



Tax Filers by Income 
Newark Free Tax Prep participants were almost completely considered low-income defined by their 
reported income being equal to or less than 200% of the Federal Poverty Limit. Further, research shows 
that these limits are low, and average cost of living demands much more than the federal poverty limits 
account for. This demonstrates that the Newark Free Tax Prep Program is clearly providing a crucial 
service for individuals that cannot spare the average estimated $176 dollars in preparation fees for basic 
filing and $273 for an itemized filing (CPA, 2021). Thanks to the NABC program this money is available to 
be used for essential needs including groceries and housing, especially crucial during these new 
economic challenges in the wake of Covid-19. 
 
Connecting the household income and employment status demonstrates that the majority of 
participants are considered the “working poor”, which according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics means 
they spend 27 weeks or more in a year in the labor force either working or looking for work and their 
income falls below the poverty level. More than half of participants were not receiving any benefits at 
the time of tax return completion, which aligns with the percentage of participants that have full time 
jobs.  

 
Tax Filers by Income and Number of Dependents 

 0 dependents 1 dependents 2 dependents 
Less than $10,000 18% 4% 1% 

$10,000 to $14,999 7% 2% 0% 
$15,000 to $24,999 18% 6% 2% 
$25,000 to $34,999 13% 4% 2% 
$35,000 to $49,999 9% 3% 1% 

$50,000 or more 3% 1% 0% 
*The table above does not include the respondents that didn’t answer how many dependents they claimed. 
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Household Income

2020 Federal Poverty Limits 

Household 
/ Family Size 100% 125% 150% 175% 200% NJ Living 

Wage 
1 $12,880 $16,100 $19,320 $22,540 $25,760 $33,696 
2 $17,420 $21,775 $26,130 $30,485 $34,840 $74,730 

    3 $21,960 $27,450 $32,940 $38,430 $43,920 $96,426 
 From Massachusetts Institute of Technology Living Wage Calculator 



Extra Savings 
The extra money that Newark Free Tax Prep saves clients in filing fees and additional credits is used to 
support their basic needs, most often paying for rent, utility, medical, car, childcare, home repair, 
groceries and clothing. Participants overwhelmingly use their return to pay bills and reduce debt.  This 
means that participants might not be able to put any in savings because they have too much debt 
accrued.  Because of this, financial coaching will be more effective for long term than savings incentive 
programs, as it is impossible for participants to save when they are in debt. Especially this year with high 
unemployment and evictions looming as a result of Covid-19, tax filers seem less focused on saving and 
more focused on urgent basic needs, or catching up. 

350 participants that paid $39,651 last year in tax preparation fees paid $0 this year.  

30% of participants worry about not having money to cover basic expenses all the time  

87%  of participants worry about not having money to cover basic expenses sometimes or all 
the time 

 
 Amt of refund planned 

to save 
Amt of refund planned 

to pay off debt 
Amt of refund planned 

to spend 
All- 100% 13% 12% 11% 
Most- 75% 20% 21% 13% 
Half- 50% 1% 1% 2% 
Some- 25% 32% 32% 37% 
None- 0% 22% 22% 25% 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Checking 
only 43%

Checking 
& Savings 

33%

None but 
would 

open one 
6%

Pre-paid 
card 4%

Savings 
only 4%

Plan for Refund 
52% Purchases- Groceries 
48% Bills- Pay rent 
31% Bills- Pay utility bills 
30% Purchases- Clothing 
25% Debt- Pay off/reduce credit card 
17% Repairs- Car repairs 
13% Debt- Pay bank loans: car/student etc 
12% Purchases- Household furnishing 
12% Bills- Pay medical bills 
11% Debt- Pay personal Loans 
8% Purchases- Car 
6% Purchases- House 
6% Purchases- Other 
5% Repairs- Home repairs 
5% Bills-Pay mortgage 
4% Purchases- Major appliances 
3% Repairs- Repairs to major appliances 
3% Bills- Pay childcare 
2% Bills- Pay property taxes 
1% Debt- Lower Mortgage 
 

Tax Filers by Bank Status 
 



NABC Tax Preparers 
 
33 volunteers/tax preparers were able to complete a survey about their Newark Free Tax Prep 
Experience. The average number of years the volunteers/tax preparers have worked is 6.7, while the 
median number of years worked was 4.5. 
 

Site Staff 
Surveys 

East Orange Public Library 3 
Ironbound Community Corporation 9 
New Community Corporation 1 
NJ Citizen Action 9 
United Way of Greater Newark 
(GetYourRefund online) 

9 

Urban League of Essex County 2 

 
79% agreed their site ran smoothly for the volunteers and the clients 
94% say enjoy being a part of the Newark Free Tax Preparation program 
94% say the Newark Free Tax Preparation program makes a difference in Newark 
91% agree their tax site is managed well 
 
What is your professional or personal highlight of the 2021 Tax Season? 

• Hearing how excited a client was about how much they were getting back in their tax return because of 
the tax credits I discovered they were eligible for. 

• Helping people 
• Completing returns for clients who may otherwise not been able to afford it 
• My professional highlight of the 2021 Tax Season is being able to help people despite these trying times, 

and being trusted enough to do Quality Reviews. 
• Working with staff/Volunteers and preparing tax returns for clients 
• Everyone is so welcoming and follows the Covid-19 restrictions very well. 
• It was great to learn how to prepare taxes in a friendly environment 
• Being able to help the community even virtually it’s a great help 
• Assisting clients with getting their stimulus payments 
• I met some really nice people that seemed to really appreciate the help on their taxes. 
• I like the way the season is being processed this year since we do not have direct contact with the client 

and we work more calmly and in a more peace environment. 
• This year is really a great experience cooperating with a great leader as a manager who knows all the 

process and let me do multitask in the office. 
• Being able to work on tax returns virtually 
• A highlight of this tax season is that EOPL has been able to be open to the public whereas most sites are 

virtual. Both show that VITA can accommodate and serve their communities no matter the circumstances. 
• My personal highlight is being able to claim stimulus payments not received.  The clients are so grateful! 
• Helping clients understand the new tax laws 
• Beating poverty 

 
 
 
 



Successes and Opportunities to Improve 
 
Successes 
Despite having many fewer sites this year due to limitations of in-person gatherings and loss of 
tax sites at schools and hospitals, the NABC still prepared a high number of taxes serving the 
community safely via drop-off/pick-up taxes and remotely. 
 
The largest successes for the NABC members were continuing to grow and learn new ways to 
help tax clients file taxes safely. For some members this meant pivoting to the digital 
environment while conducting taxes online via GetYourRefund, for others it meant ramping up 
safety precautions for in-person sites. Online filing seemed to have resonance with the younger 
demographic proving increased success for the online platform this year. This will be taken into 
account for future planning, especially at the previously very popular Essex County College site. 
 
NABC members also brought more attention to some of the changes made during the last tax 
season and used their platforms in an educational role to communicate the rapidly changing tax 
laws last year. Promoting messaging for the IRS Lookback provision was impactful to help 
clients that lost their jobs in the pandemic be less afraid to file given that they could qualify for 
EITC with the lookback. Furthermore, helping people to 
receive their stimulus payments and child tax payments 
was key. 
 
Ways to Improve Moving Forward 
Investments into marketing were successful in production 
of physical and virtual collateral but did not result in an 
increase in filings, especially online. There was not a major 
change in how filers heard about the program, top ways 
remain word of mouth, family friend, and returning client. 
 
While there is a group of individuals who used the online 
taxes and will return, staffing and volunteers will be 
reallocated to more in-person operations to balance the workload and to avoid burnout in tax 
year 2021. 
 
Sites that have consistently posted high numbers could use more support to continue building 
out those successful approaches and to increase their hours of operation. Smaller sites have an 
important place in the VITA ecosystem as they reach people in their neighborhoods, but based 
on previous stable numbers, some changes in support can be made to keep both functioning 
effectively.  
 
Drop-off sites, compared to traditional in person filing appointments, continue to pose 
challenges in process and additional training can help that go smoother next year. 


