
Welcome!

Thank you for joining the webinar on Take the stress out of tax filing for 
people living on low incomes hosted by Prosper Canada.

The presentation will begin shortly. (Audio will begin when the 
presentation starts)
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Technology details: 

● For technical assistance, call GoToWebinar support line: 1-855-352-
9002

● Participants should connect using VOIP. 
● Please check that the volume is turned up on your computer.
● If dial in option is required, please dial in as follows:
• Tel (Canada): +1 (647) 497-9368

• Access Code: 507-204-887

• Toll free option not available



#prosperwebinar

Webinar logistics

• Audience members have all been put on “mute” for this webinar

• Please share any questions you have using the “Question box” 
(located in the control panel at the right side of your screen).

• You’ll find a few handouts you can download and refer to during the 
presentation (located in the control panel at the right side of your 
screen) 

• We will share webinar slides with all participants and post a 
recording of the session following the webinar. 



Prosper Canada: Who we are

Founded in 1986, Prosper Canada is a national charity dedicated to expanding economic 

opportunity for Canadians living in poverty through program and policy innovation. 

As Canada’s leading champion of financial empowerment, we work with governments, 

businesses and community groups to develop and promote financial policies, programs and 

resources that transform lives and foster the prosperity of all Canadians. 

Prosper Canada’s programming in financial literacy and financial coaching is part of the 

work of the Prosper Canada Centre for Financial Literacy, co-founded and supported by 

TD Bank Group.

We help service systems and organizations in all sectors to build proven financial 

empowerment approaches into their businesses in ways that:

• Are sustainable

• Help them achieve their goals

• Tangibly increase the financial well-being of the low-income people they serve.



1. Introductions: Our panel
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Today’s presentation (2:00-3:00 pm ET)

1. Welcome and introduction

2. The importance of tax filing

3. Our speakers:

Nirupa Varatharasan, Prosper Canada

Jen Smerdon, The Working Centre

4. Q&A
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The importance of tax filing 

• Tax time is an opportunity to boost incomes

– Canadians living on low incomes can access a wide 
range of government benefits at tax time

• Many federal and provincial income benefit programs

– Income supports such as Canada Child Benefit, Working 
Income Tax Benefit, GST/HST credit

– Some benefits only accessible via tax filing

• Free tax preparation support is available through 
community tax clinics

– Community Volunteer Income Tax Program (CVITP)

– Register with CRA:
http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/tx/ndvdls/vlntr/nfrmtn-eng.html
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http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/tx/ndvdls/vlntr/nfrmtn-eng.html


Poll Questions

• What kind of tax filing support do you offer locally?
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Audience question

• What’s one challenge you (or your organization/agency) struggle(s) with at 
tax time?
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Tax time insights: Experiences of 
people living on low income in 
Canada

Presented by: Nirupa Varatharasan

March 7th, 2019 



Tax time insights: Experiences of people living on low 
income in Canada

Prosper Canada undertook this study to:

1. Generate new knowledge on the tax filing experiences of people 
living on low incomes

2. Identify relevant implications for future programs, policy, and 
research 
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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?



12

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
• Implications for policy, practice and research
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Who did we talk to?
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Participant filing data (n=53)
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94% filed income taxes (50)

72% file every year (38)

62% cited benefits as the 
reason for filing (33)

58% received a refund from 
their last return (31)

81% received benefits 
/credits last year (43)

53% were able to file in less 
than a day (28)
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What help/resources are accessed by people living on 
low income to file their taxes?



Insights
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Marcia

• Age 34, single mother with two children
• Works part-time at the grocery store
• Receives social assistance and benefits
• Lives in an apartment

Jared
• A senior, age 65, separated from his 

partner
• Retired from skilled trades job
• Receives seniors benefits, no registered 

retirement plan
• Mortgage is not paid off



21



22



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



Factors contributing to a “bad” tax filing experience
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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


Audience question

• What resonates the most from these insights?
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 The Working Centre is a successful multi service organization 

that has operated for over 30 years, established in 1982 as a 

downtown Kitchener response to high unemployment and 

poverty.  

 There are over 30 projects including the Job Search Resource 
Centre, St. John's Kitchen, Psychiatric Outreach Project, Public 

Access Computers, and transitional housing.

 Altogether 100 Working Centre staff and 400 volunteers 

provide a wide array of important community services and 

programs. 



 How do we help people learn where they can get their taxes 

done, what do they need to bring?

◦ Website

◦ Flyers







 Some ways we’ve adapted our tax clinic approach to reduce 

volunteer stress and improve the experience for participants

◦ Booking system using OneNote

◦ A ‘host’ role at the site

◦ Envelopes for paperwork
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 Host helps the clinic run smoothly, they meet with each person as they arrive 

for their appointment. 

 They help to re-iterate what the tax preparer will say Why is it important to 

keep paperwork and bring it to your appointment?

 Review paperwork to ensure that people have everything that they need

 Make sure that if it’s a couple that spouses are both present, explains why this 

is necessary

 Checks to see if people have Direct Deposit on file with CRA, if not, they 

encourage the person to get that information for the tax preparer

 Total up medical receipts, encourage people to get a summary from their 

pharmacy at the end of the year

 Calling CRA if someone has misplace a T-slip, explaining and coaching the 

person before the CRA calls
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 Low cost

 Benefits to keep people organized and keep materials 

together
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 Making the process as accessible as possible: Each person has 

their own needs or stresses

◦ Participant sits beside the tax preparer

◦ Language - “Tell me about yourself”

◦ The importance of reading body language, be aware of cues

◦ Being a friendly and helpful presence, we aren’t experts, but 

we are happy to help people to file their taxes

◦ Encouraging people to feel more empowered about their 

financial situation
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 Help connect participants with the right language to get support 

later on

 Making an introduction when it feels important, either with a 

Financial Empowerment and Problem Solving Worker, an 

Employment Counsellor or a Resource Centre staff. 
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Questions & Answers
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Thank you for joining us!

• We will be sending you an email soon with:

– Slides from today’s webinar

– Link to webinar recording

– Link to post webinar survey 

• We will also post the recorded webinar on our Learning Hub at: 
https://learninghub.prospercanada.org/webinars/

• Join us next time!

– More webinars coming in 2019 

44

https://learninghub.prospercanada.org/webinars/


Contact us

Prosper Canada 
60 St. Clair Avenue East, Suite 700

Toronto, ON M4T 1N5

(416) 665-2828

www.prospercanada.org

info@prospercanada.org

http://prospercanada.org/newsletter
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