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Research questions

1. What are the financial habits and attitudes of people living on 
low incomes with respect to tax filing?

2. What are the motivations of people living on low incomes to 
file their taxes?

3. What is the experience of people living on low incomes when 
filing their taxes?

4. What help/resources are accessed by people living on low 
incomes to file their taxes?

5. What are the barriers which prevent people living on low 
incomes from accessing benefits and filing their taxes?



4

Research methods

• Participants living on low income (i.e. living under the LICO) 
were purposively selected through our network of national 
partners to represent a range of experiences 

• Semi-structured interviews with 53 participants from 
March-July 2017. Participants were selected from urban 
centres across eight provinces and one territory

• Participants were interviewed three-four times in total 
resulting in 211 completed interviews



Collected information on:

• Demographics
• Quantitative data on tax filing
• Where participants go for tax filing  
• Knowledge about tax filing
• Motivation to file or not file
• Feelings about free income tax clinics, commercial tax filers, and 

friends and family tax preparers
• What makes a good or bad tax filing experience
• Attitudes about benefits
• What they do with money gained
• Barriers and solutions to tax filing
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Who did we talk to?
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What help/resources are accessed by people living on 
low income to file their taxes?



Insights
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Participants identified a number of factors that contributed to a 
“positive” tax filing experience:

Access to tax-filing 
supports, such as 

CVITP clinics, 
commercial preparers 
or friends and family

Learning about the tax 
filing process and 
benefit eligibility 

through the preparer

Expectations of tax 
filing outcomes were 

met (no mistakes were 
made, refund received, 

felt respected)

Simple tax-filing 
situations: (e.g. not too 

many documents 
required to file taxes)

Independent filers 
expressed feeling 
empowered at tax 

time
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Factors contributing to a “bad” tax filing experience:

Hard time obtaining 
required documents to 

file taxes leading to 
multiple phone calls to 

CRA

Inaccessible hours of 
operation at CVITP 

clinics:

Mistakes made by 
preparers

Complicated tax-filing 
situations (self-

employment, or filing for 
multiple years)

Unclear expectations 
about tax filing 

outcomes (owing money 
vs. getting money) 

Small refunds not worth 
the time and effort to 

file taxes

Not being aware of free 
tax-filing supports



Implications
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Implications for policy
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Policy

• Simplifying the tax code
• Reducing required documentation
• Increasing awareness of CVITP sites, leveraging service systems people 

with low incomes frequent
• Expanding and strengthening CVITP services
• Identifying who isn’t tax filing and pursuing targeted strategies
• Piloting new tax filing models
• Increasing year-round tax-filing support
• Improving CRA’s frontline culture
• Include people with low incomes directly in development of solutions
• Consider regional super hubs



Implications for practice and research 
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Practice

• Make the tax filing process more 
transparent so they know what 
to expect

• Use document checklists to help 
clients better prepare and 
improve their experience

• Provide tailored services to meet 
the specific needs of diverse 
groups

• Support individuals who want to 
learn how to file their own taxes

Research

• Identify gaps in tax filing and 
CVITP use among people living 
on low incomes for local 
communities

• Monitor and report on CVITP 
filing error so we can address 
any weaknesses and dispel 
concerns

• Explore the needs and capacities 
of rural, remote and Indigenous 
communities to provide tax-filing 
assistance



Thanks to: 
Our funders:
• Intuit Financial Freedom Foundation
• Government of Ontario
Community and provincial partners:
• AXIS Career Services 
• E4c
• Family Services of Greater Vancouver
• Government of Prince Edward Island
• Momentum 
• SEED Winnipeg
• Union des consommateurs
• YMCA of Greater Saint John
• Yukon Literacy Coalition

As well as our interviewers and Prosper Canada staff!
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Advisory Committee:
• Ansley Dawson
• Sally Massey-Wiebe
• Kevin Schachter
• Jen Smerdon



Thank you for your time!

You can find the report: 
http://prospercanada.org/Resources/Publications.aspx
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Contact us if you have any questions! 

Nirupa Varatharasan, 
Research and Evaluation Officer
nvaratharasan@prospercanada.org
416-665-2828 ext 2256

Allison Meserve, Senior Manager, 
Research and Evaluation
ameserve@prospercanada.org
416-665-2828 ext 2257

http://prospercanada.org/Resources/Publications.aspx


Data analysis and coding process
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• The Integrated Behavioural Model was used to structure the 
following codes:  
o Knowledge and skills
o Attitudes towards filing
o Factors that contribute to good and bad experiences
o Process of tax filing
o Barriers to tax filing
o Potential solutions

• Each transcript was read and excerpts were highlighted and coded

• All excerpts were reviewed under the main codes and major 
themes were identified from the coded excerpts

• Insights were validated by an advisory committee after the first 
and second round of coding. The committee consists of partners 
from WoodGreen, Community Financial Counselling Services, SEED, 
and The Working Centre 



Project background
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Limitations

• Volunteer/participant bias: only interviewed participants 
recruited through community organizations

• Interviews do not perfectly align with the “tax filing 
event” (e.g. 2 before tax filing and 2 after tax filing)

• Interviews were only conducted in urban centres, thus 
the experiences of rural or remote residents were not 
captured

• No interviews were conducted with tax filing service 
providers: with tax-filing volunteers, paid services, CRA 
or friends/family



Barriers and solutions 
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Participants identified barriers to tax filing :



What benefits/credits were accessed in the previous year? 
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Marcia  

At present, Marcia has a high documentation burden as she prepares for tax 
time. However, she feels really supported by the community organization and 
the CVITP clinic.

“I really enjoy going to the CVITP clinic, I feel like 
they respect me and take my financial situation 
seriously. They ask me lots of questions every year 
to make sure they are being accurate, and they tell 
me what to bring and what’s going to happen. 
Maybe next year I can learn how to do it myself.”
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Jared

Jared goes to a commercial tax preparer and finds it difficult to gather the 
documents needed like utility bills, transportation and medical receipts, and 
more. In February he calls in and gets an appointment quite quickly. Until 
participating in the study, Jared didn’t know there were free tax clinics offered 
in his community:

“I didn’t know those existed or I could have asked 
them some questions about which documents I 
should be collecting. Beyond that though, well how 
accurate and good are they? Are they students or 
actual accountants?”
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