
The Earned Income Tax Credit: A Promising Opportunity 
for Expansion. 
 

The EITC and SNAP. 
The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is one of the largest anti-poverty programs in the United 
States, which distributed $66 billion in tax reductions or refunds to 27 million low income tax 
filers in 2016.i These figures are roughly comparable to the Supplemental Nutritional Assistance 
Program (SNAP) which distributed $67 billion in benefits to 44 million people living in 22 
million households.ii These aggregate figures amount to an average annual benefit of $2,431 
dollars per filer from the 
EITC and an average annual 
SNAP benefit of $3,055 per 
household.  

Despite these large benefits, 
participation in the EITC 
remains low. The IRS 
estimates that only 78% of 
those eligible for an EITC 
benefit received one on their 
tax return in 2015. This compares to an estimated 88.8% of eligible households and 83% of 
eligible people participating in SNAP nationally in 2015.iii Because total benefits are roughly 
comparable, but participation is lower in the EITC, it seems likely that efforts aimed at 
expanding participation in the EITC will be at least as successful as efforts to expand SNAP 
participation.  
 

Gaps in Participation. 
Twenty-eight million filers received an EITC credit on their tax return in 2015, receiving a total 
benefit of $68 billion dollars. Based on participation rate estimates and some assumptions about 
benefit rates among the non-filing populationiv, we estimate a total of 36 million were eligible to 
receive the EITC and would be collectively eligible to receive $78.6 billion dollars. This leaves a 
total gap in 
participation of 7.9 
million filers who 
together could be 
receiving an extra 
$10.5 billion dollars 
annually, or about 
$1,336 dollars per tax 

 
SNAP EITC 

Benefits Paid $67 billion $66 billion 

Number of 
Beneficiaries 

22 million 
households 

27 million tax 
returns 

Participation 
Rate 

88.8% of eligible 
households 

78% of eligible 
returns 

EITC Benefits and Participation in 2015. 

 

Number of 
Filers Total Benefit Average Benefit 

per Filer 
Paid 28 million $68.1 billion $2,431 
Eligible 35.9 million $78.6 billion $2,190 

Gap 7.9 million $10.5 billion $1,336 



return. 

 

For SNAP 22 million households received $66.5 billion in 2016, for an average benefit of 
$3,055. We estimate that a total of 24.5 million households would have been eligible to receive 
SNAP for a total benefit 
of $71 billion dollars. 
This leaves a 2.7 million 
households in the SNAP 
participation gap who 
would collectively be 
eligible for $4.8 billion 
dollars, or roughly 
$1,473 per household. 

 
In sum, the EITC participation gap is roughly twice as large as the SNAP participation gap in 
terms of both households who could be receiving benefits, and in money left on the table.v 

 
Opportunities for Closing the Gap Among the GCF Population. 
 
Though the GetCalFresh program is not targeted towards tax credit beneficiaries (only 40% have 
earned job income), the program still provides a sense of the current opportunity available for an 
active user base. Among EITC eligible GetCalFresh participants, the average EITC benefit is 
estimated to be $1,886. In addition, we estimate that this population would be eligible for an 
average of $145 in CalEITC benefits, and $1,044 in additional child tax credit benefits. Together, 
tax credits could provide an annual benefit of $3,075 and, because people can file missed returns 
for up to three years, a one-time benefit as much as $9,225. This compares to an estimated 
average annual SNAP benefit of $2,554 for GetCalFresh beneficiaries.vi  
 
 
 

 

SNAP Benefits and Participation in 2016. 

 

Number of 
Households Total Benefit Average Benefit 

per Household 
Paid 21.8 million $66.5 billion $3,055 
Eligible 24.5 million $71.3 billion $2,914 

Gap 2.7 million $4.8 billion $1,473 



 
Opportunities for Closing the Gap Nationally 
 
Because the GetCalFresh program has a population that tends to be younger and lives in single 
person households, the expected average benefits would increase if the program reached a 
broader representation of the EITC eligible population. Our calculations suggest that the program 
reached the full EITC eligible population, benefits could expand by roughly 19% for an average 
annual benefit of $2,251.vii  
 

Conclusion 
Helping people file for the EITC is likely to have an impact on par with current efforts to expand 
SNAP participation. Both programs are roughly comparable in size both in terms of total benefits 
paid per year and number of households affected. However, the national participation gap is 
roughly twice as large for the EITC than for SNAP. Further, while SNAP requires multiple 
applications per year, resulting in attrition and reducing the total annual benefit per household, 
the EITC only needs to be claimed once annually. There is already substantial potential benefit 
for the population CfA is currently serving through GetCalFresh, and that benefit is expected to 
rise if the assistance were more broadly targeted.  

																																																													
i	Data	from	the	Internal	Revenue	Service	Statistics	on	Income,	2016	individual	income	and	tax	data	by	state	and	
adjusted	gross	income:	https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-soi/16in54cm.xlsx.	2016	is	the	last	year	of	data	available.	
ii	Data	from	the	SNAP	Data	Tables	hosted	by	the	United	States	Department	of	Agriculture:	https://fns-
prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/34SNAPmonthly-4.pdf.	
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iv	For	details	on	how	these	figures	were	calculated,	see	
http://robertempickett.com/cfa/workforce/Aggregate_Credits.html	
v	We	estimate	various	scenarios	using	plausible	assumptions	that	range	from	liberal	to	conservative.	For	the	EITC	
gap	we	estimate	a	range	of	total	benefit	left	on	the	table	between	10.5	billion	and	17	billion	dollars.	For	the	SNAP	
gap	our	estimates	are	between	3	billion	and	7	billion	dollars.	Despite	this	uncertainty,	the	substantive	conclusions	
remain	relatively	consistent.	
vi	This	assumes	recipients	receive	11	months	of	benefits	on	average.	This	number	was	estimated	from	the	Survey	of	
Income	and	Program	Participation	(SIPP)	where	participants	receive	11	months	of	SNAP	benefits	on	average	in	
years	where	they	received	at	least	1	month	of	benefits.	For	respondents	in	the	SIPP	who	had	two	years	of	at	least	1	
month	of	benefits,	the	average	is	22	months	of	benefits.	For	more	detailed	comparisons	see	
http://robertempickett.com/cfa/workforce/GCF_Exploration.html.	
vii	For	details,	see:	http://robertempickett.com/cfa/workforce/GCF_vs_PSID_vs_SIPP.html.	


