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A Note on Important Changes to 
EITC Interactive
Jane Williams and Elizabeth Kneebone

What’s Different in the Latest Version of EITC Interactive?2

All EITC Interactive data—from Tax Year 1997 through 2010—are derived from the IRS’ 
Stakeholder Partnerships, Education, and Communication (SPEC) Return Information Databases, 
which are compiled by the IRS Wage and Investment Research Unit. However, in recent years, 
signifi cant changes have been made to the way the SPEC data are compiled:

 ■ The reference period of the data have changed from full year to part year. Through 
Tax Year 2008, SPEC databases provided data for all tax returns fi led during the full process-
ing year from January through December. However, starting in Tax Year 2009, SPEC data 
include only those returns fi led in January through June.  SPEC estimates that for any given 
tax year, 90 percent or more of tax returns are captured by the part-year data.

Users should note that differences exist in the population fi ling returns in the second half of 
the year. For example, EITC fi lers are more likely to fi le in the fi rst six months of the year. In 
Tax Year 2010, part-year data capture 94 percent of all tax returns fi led in that tax year com-
pared to 97 percent of all EITC returns and 98 percent of all EITC dollars claimed.3 

Because EITC fi lers are more likely to fi le in the fi rst half of the year, calculating the share of 
fi lers claiming the EITC based on part-year data may produce slightly higher results. In this 
example, 19.3 percent of fi lers claimed the EITC nationally in Tax Year 2010 based on full-year 
data, while part-year data produce an estimate of 20.0 percent. In addition, because EITC fi lers 
claiming the credit in the fi rst six months of the year tend to receive larger credits than those who 
fi le in the last half of the year, calculating the size of the average credit claimed based on part-
year data may also produce slightly higher estimates (e.g., the average EITC claimed in 2010 
based on part-year data was $2,247 compared to $2,225 according to full-year data).

 ■ Some variables in the SPEC database have changed over time. For example, starting 
in Tax Year 2010 the “new” variable represents the number of total fi lers who have never pre-
viously fi led a tax return. For Tax Year 2009 and earlier this variable represents the number of 
total fi lers who did not fi le a tax return in the previous year, regardless of fi ling status in earlier 

Each year the Metropolitan Policy Program at Brookings receives ZIP code-level 
administrative data from the IRS that offer a detailed look at all tax fi lers as well as taxpayers 
who claimed the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). After processing and aggregating the 
data to various levels of geography—from cities and towns, to counties, to metro areas, 
to state legislative and congressional districts—we make them available online for service 
providers, advocates, researchers, and other stakeholders through our EITC Interactive 
application.1 

The latest version of EITC Interactive adds Tax Years 2009 and 2010, the most recent years 
for which detailed data are available. However, this update includes a number of changes 
that may affect how users interpret and analyze this information. To help users effectively and 
accurately work with EITC Interactive data, this brief explains what is new in this iteration of 
the application, and what these changes mean for making comparisons over time and across 
different sources of IRS data.
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years. In addition, as of Tax Year 2010, the IRS no longer provides the “debt indicator” (i.e., an indica-
tion of outstanding debt that may reduce the refund amount received) for fi lers requesting Refund 
Anticipation Loans. As a result, the “ral” variable in the most recent year of data refl ects a signifi cant 
decline in the number and share of fi lers requesting rapid refund loans. (See the expanded Data 
Dictionary in Box 1 for additional notes and considerations that may affect interpretation of specifi c 
variables.) 

In addition to changes in the way the data are compiled by the IRS, important geographic boundaries have 
been redrawn:

 ■ For Tax Years 2009 and 2010, geographic boundaries have been updated to refl ect changes 
based on the 2010 decennial census. To refl ect the redistricting of state legislative and congres-
sional district boundaries based on the 2010 Census, we collected updated GIS boundary fi les from 
each state.4 Tax Year 2009 and 2010 data incorporate these changes. Because prior years do not, 
they have been removed from the EITC Interactive application but are available upon request. The 
most recent years also represent city and town boundaries (i.e., incorporated and census designated 
places) as of 2010. 

What Do These Changes Mean for Making Comparisons?

Providers, advocates, researchers, and others can access a rich array of IRS data from a variety of sources. 
Whether drawing from EITC Interactive, obtaining data directly from SPEC, accessing information from IRS’ 
Statistics of Income division, or other avenues, it is important to take note of how these data sources may 
change over time or differ from each other. 

As users work with the latest EITC Interactive data, they may choose to compare estimates over time or 
draw on multiple sources of data to describe their community or population of interest. The following tips 
should help ensure accuracy and transparency in these types of analysis.

 ■ When comparing EITC Interactive data over time, USE CAUTION when calculating trends with 
part-year data. Though the discrepancies between part-year and full-year data may be relatively mod-
est, take note that the part-year estimates undercount raw numbers and may slightly skew calculated 
percentages (as in the EITC example above). DO NOT compare state legislative or congressional 
district data from tax years prior to 2009 with estimates in subsequent tax years. USE CAUTION in 
making city-level comparisons pre- and post-Tax Year 2009 if municipal boundaries have changed.5
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Cleveland city boundary

Cleveland ZIP codes

Data Source, Tax Year 2010 Total Returns Filed Returns Claiming 
EITC

Total EITC Dollars

SPEC Database 312,818 82,646 $199,890,560

EITC Interactive 159,449 59,125 $150,875,774

Map 1. Geographic Defi nition of the City of Cleveland, EITC Interactive vs. the SPEC Database

 ■ When comparing EITC Interactive to other estimates derived from the SPEC Database, USE 
CAUTION because of differences in how geographies are defi ned. EITC Interactive splits up and 
re-aggregates ZIP code-level data based on given geographic boundaries, while the SPEC database 
aggregates whole ZIP codes when creating larger geographic totals.6 In some cases, the result-
ing differences are minor, but for smaller levels of geography they can be quite stark. For example, 
Map 1 illustrates the geographic extent of the city of Cleveland, OH used in creating EITC Interac-
tive estimates (in gray) compared to all of the ZIP codes fully counted as part of the city in the SPEC 
database. As a result of these different approaches to tabulating the data, the tax return counts vary 
signifi cantly. 
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Because ZIP codes tend to cross municipal boundaries more frequently than county lines, the estimates 
for Cuyahoga County—the county in which Cleveland sits—fall much closer to one another (Map 2). 
If users choose to combine EITC Interactive data with information extracted directly from the unadjusted 
SPEC database, note that the bigger the geographic area, the more likely that estimates will align. But 
again, USE CAUTION because of differences in the aggregation method.

Cuyahoga County boundary

Cuyahoga County ZIP codes

Map 2. Geographic Defi nition of Cuyahoga County, EITC Interactive vs. the SPEC Database

Data Source, Tax Year 2010 Total Returns Filed Returns Claiming 
EITC

Total EITC Dollars

SPEC Database 582,506 122,084 $284,096,039

EITC Interactive 580,167 121,987 $283,935,049

 ■ When comparing EITC Interactive to state or national totals reported on the IRS’ EITC Central 
website, users should BE ADVISED that EITC Interactive estimates (and those derived directly from 
the SPEC database) are likely to be slightly below published totals. ZIP code-level data suppress 
fi ler counts of less than 10 to protect taxpayer confi dentiality. Though we impute missing data where 
possible, summing from the ZIP code level will not produce estimates equal to those that come from 
internal IRS calculations based on complete and unsuppressed data.7 For example, summing EITC 
Interactive data produces a national total of 25.64 million EITC fi lers in Tax Year 2010 compared to 
26.17 million claims reported on EITC Central.8

 ■ When comparing SPEC-based estimates with Statistics of Income (SOI) data, users should 
BE ADVISED that data compilation methods and estimates will vary. In contrast to SPEC data, which 
now include all returns fi led between January and June of a given tax year, SOI statistics are based 
upon a sample of returns and include returns that are fi led late. As a result, data users will note 
discrepancies between the counts provided by SPEC and those published by SOI. For instance, SOI 
reports a total of 27.78 million EITC returns in Tax Year 2010 based on preliminary data, compared to 
the 26.17 million reported by EITC Central in that year and the 25.64 million calculated based on EITC 
Interactive data.

Conclusion

EITC Interactive presents a wide array of information for individuals and organizations working on tax policy 
and the provision of services to low-income tax fi lers. The information included in this brief and in the EITC 
Interactive User Guide and Data Dictionary provide resources to help users better understand and interpret 
the data available to them, particularly as it evolves over time. For additional questions and clarifi cations, 
users will fi nd contact information at the end of this brief and in the online User Guide.
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Box 1. Variables and Data Dictionary Available through EITC Interactive for All Tax Files and EITC Recipients

Variable name root* Variable Description
return Total number of returns

new Total number of returns where the taxpayer never previously fi led a tax return
Note: Prior to Tax Year 2010 this variable represented the number of fi lers who did not fi le a tax return in the 
previous year but may have in earlier years.

eic Total number of returns receiving the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)

eicam Sum of EITC received

ctc Total number of returns receiving the Child Tax Credit

ctcam Sum of Child Tax Credit received

actc Total number of returns receiving the refundable portion of the Child Tax Credit

actcam Sum of the refundable Child Tax Credit received

cdctc Total number of returns fi ling Form 2441 (Child and Dependent Care Expenses)

edcr Total number of returns fi ling Form 8863 (Education Credits)

sld Total number of returns receiving a deduction for payment of Student Loan Interest
Note: This is distinct from the tuition and fees deduction and any education credits.

ref Total number of returns receiving a refund

refam Sum of refunds received

bal Total number of returns with a balance due after remittance

balam Sum of balance due after remittance

dirdp Total number of returns receiving direct deposit of refund
Note: Refund anticipation products are counted in this variable because they direct refunds to temporary bank 
accounts through direct deposit.

ral Total number of returns requesting a Refund Anticipation Loan (RAL)
Note: Beginning in Tax Year 2010, IRS no longer provides a “debt indicator,” an indication of whether the 
taxpayer has outstanding debt. As a result, the number returns requesting a RAL dramatically decreased.

rac Total number of returns requesting a Refund Anticipation Check (RAC)

self Total number of returns that were prepared by taxpayer
Note: This category includes fi lers who purchased software to prepare and fi le returns from home, Free File 
Alliance fi lers, and some volunteer-facilitated self preparation

paid Total number of returns prepared by a paid preparer

vol Total number of returns prepared by volunteer organizations (VITA, Military VITA and TCE)

freef Total number of returns that were self prepared and fi led electronically through the Free File Alliance online 
portal

1040_ Total number of returns fi led on Form 1040

1040a Total number of returns fi led on Form 1040A

1040z Total number of returns fi led on Form 1040EZ

itin Total number of returns fi led with an Individual Taxpayer Identifi cation Number
Note: A return is counted in this category if anyone listed on the tax form uses an ITIN. Because ITIN fi lers 
cannot claim the EITC, this variable is not available when users select EITC fi lers as their query universe.

cef Total number of returns that fi led one or more of the following schedules: Schedule C (Profi t or Loss from a 
Business); Schedule E (Supplemental Income and Loss); Schedule F (Profi t or Loss from Farming)

agi0_ Total number of returns with Adjusted Gross Income less than $5,000

agi5_ Total number of returns with Adjusted Gross Income from $5,000 to $9,999

agi10_ Total number of returns with Adjusted Gross Income from $10,000 to $14,999

agi15_ Total number of returns with Adjusted Gross Income from $15,000 to $19,999

agi20_ Total number of returns with Adjusted Gross Income from $20,000 to $24,999

agi25_ Total number of returns with Adjusted Gross Income from $25,000 to $29,999

agi30_ Total number of returns with Adjusted Gross Income from $30,000 to $34,999

agi35_ Total number of returns with Adjusted Gross Income from $35,000 to $39,999

agi40_ Total number of returns with Adjusted Gross Income from $40,000 to $49,999

agi50_ Total number of returns with Adjusted Gross Income from $50,000 to $59,999

agi60_ Total number of returns with Adjusted Gross Income from $60,000 to $74,999

agi75_ Total number of returns with Adjusted Gross Income from $75,000 to $99,999

agi1k_ Total number of returns with Adjusted Gross Income greater than or equal to $100,000

  *Variable roots are preceded by “t” for “total returns” or “e” for “EITC returns” depending on the universe of taxpayers users select.
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1. Visit the EITC Interactive User Guide and 
Data Dictionary for detailed explanations of 
the methods used to process and aggregate 
the IRS ZIP code data, descriptions of what 
is available through the application, and tips 
for how the data can be used. See: www.
brookings.edu/about/programs/metro/eitc/
eitc-data.

2. One element that has not changed in the latest 
version of EITC Interactive is the ability (or 
lack thereof) to use these data to calculate 
the amount of EITC “left on the table.” For 
more information on the challenges involved in 
calculating an accurate participation rate (i.e., 
the share of all eligible EITC fi lers who go on 
to claim the credit), see Alan Berube’s “Earned 
Income Credit Participation—What We (Don’t) 
Know,” available at: www.brookings.edu/~/
media/Programs/metro/eitcparticipation.pdf 
(accessed October 23, 2012).

3. These calculations are based on unoffi cial 
IRS estimates to provide a sense of the 
variable coverage rates of the part year data. 
Coverage may also vary from year to year. In 
recent years, fl uctuations have been minor. In 
terms of both total tax fi lers and EITC fi lers, 
part-year data have by and large accounted 
for approximately the same share of full-
year returns (e.g., between 2009 and 2010, 
estimates were within 0.2 percent for EITC fi lers 
and within 0.1 percent for all fi lers).

4. Due to ongoing litigation, Rhode Island could 
not provide updated state legislative and 
congressional district boundaries by the time of 

publication. Once the fi les are released, we will 
make those estimates available.

5. Users can refer to the Census Bureau’s online 
resource for cartographic boundary changes 
for incorporated and census designated 
places. See www.census.gov/geo/www/
bndrychanges/geonotes.html (accessed 
October 23, 2012).

6. While ZIP code allocation is the primary reason 
for discrepancies between EITC Interactive and 
SPEC data, we also impute suppressed data 
at the ZIP code level for a handful of variables 
in the SPEC database. This may contribute to 
slight discrepancies in ZIP code-level estimates. 
See the EITC Interactive User Guide and Data 
Dictionary for more information on ZIP code 
allocation and imputation methods.

7. For more information on imputation methods, 
see the EITC Interactive User Guide and Data 
Dictionary.

8. See www.eitc.irs.gov/central/eitcstats/ 
(accessed October 23, 2012).

Endnotes

www.brookings.edu/about/programs/metro/eitc/eitc-data
www.brookings.edu/~/media/Programs/metro/eitcparticipation.pdf
http://www.census.gov/geo/www/bndrychanges/geonotes.html
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