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ACORN  Tax and Benefits Access Centers 
An Introduction to the Programs’ Recent Successes and 2008 
Expansion Plans 

 

 

R E C E N T  
A C C O M P L I S H M E N T S  

For many years, ACORN has been a national leader in grassroots education efforts 
targeting Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) eligible taxpayers and within the past four 
years has grown the number of ACORN Tax and Benefits Access Centers from four cities 
in 2004 to over 84 cities in 2007.  During the 2007 tax season, ACORN Tax and Benefits 
Access Centers helped over 32,000 low-income families receive $38 million in refunds, 
including $24 million in EITC and Child Tax Credits.  

In a very short time, ACORN has become the IRS’s fastest growing Volunteer 
Income Tax Assistance (VITA) partner and is presently its third largest national VITA 
partner.  According to Ron Smith, the IRS’s Chief of 
Volunteer and Community Partnerships, “ACORN 
has had the most significant growth of all our 
national partners.  This is truly a remarkable 
accomplishment and a tribute to ACORN’s ability to 
nationally design and implement a complex 
program throughout a group of affiliate 
organizations.”   

The 2007 tax year marked the national roll-
out of the ACORN Benefits Access Pilot Program so 
that our EITC education and tax preparation sites in 
15 states could also deliver high-tech, web-based 
screening services to clients to steer them to 
federal and state benefits 
programs that they might 
not currently be 
participating in.  Each year 
it is estimated that tens of 
billions of dollars in 
federal and state 
assistance programs (i.e., 
food stamps, Medicare, 
Child Care, etc.) are left 
unclaimed by low-income 
families.  Maximum 
eligible participation in 
these government ACORN Tax and Benefit Access Centers in San Antonio, TX and Fresno, CA . 
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programs is critical to delivering resources to millions of low and moderate income 
families. 

The 2008 tax season will mark an important expansion of ACORN’s tax and 
benefits enrollment work.  In keeping with ACORN’s longstanding efforts to create 
financial stability and asset development in low and moderate income communities -- 
particularly through campaigns to decrease utilization of predatory loan products (refund 
anticipation loans, home purchase and refinance loans, and payday lending) and by 
directly providing credit counseling and affordable home loans through ACORN’s 
housing affiliate – ACORN is embarking on an ambitious effort to expand the types of 
financial services provided at our offices, making them key service delivery points for tax 
preparation, benefits enrollment, credit counseling, bank account enrollment, financial 
education, Investment Development (IDA) accounts, credit counseling, and low-cost home 
and personal loans (including check cards and credit cards).  Our goal is to make ACORN 
offices a “one stop shop” for delivering these critical financial resources. 

 

2 0 0 8  E X P A N S I O N  
P L A N S    

1. Expanded National Agreement between ACORN and H&R Block – After a 
several year campaign to reform the commercial tax preparation industry around 
issues of refund anticipation loans (RALs) and other high-cost products, ACORN 
entered into an agreement with H&R Block in 2004 that set forth a list of best 
practices that quickly made H&R Block a leader in industry reform.  An important 
component of this 
early agreement was 
to increase 
awareness and 
utilization of the 
Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC).  With 
the successes of the 
initial agreement as a 
benchmark, ACORN 
leaders negotiated an 
expanded agreement 
to help further the 
organization’s 
goals of financial 
stability and asset 
development in low-income communities.  Beginning in 2008, ACORN will utilize H&R 
Block’s extensive tax preparation resources to expand ACORN’s free tax preparation 
and benefits enrollment programs, and provide new savings and asset building tools 
for low-income families.  

2. Utilizing H&R Block Software at ACORN Tax Sites – ACORN will run free tax 
sites at over 100 of its offices nationwide in 2008 and will utilize TaxWorks, a custom 
version of H&R Block’s commercial tax preparation software.  While still operating in 

ACORN intake staff at a community information fair in Little Rock, AR. 
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partnership with the IRS Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA) program, ACORN will 
now be able to offer a more sophisticated tax preparation platform at its sites, 
bolstered by a comprehensive H&R Block training and support effort specifically 
created for ACORN.  This expanded technology and resource partnership with H&R 
Block will dramatically increase the reach of ACORN’s tax preparation services 
throughout its nationwide network of IRS-affiliated tax sites, benefiting tens of 
thousands more low and moderate income families and building a platform allowing 
maximum scalability.  The H&R Block software platform will also allow for real-time 
reporting of tax return aggregate data and the ability to tailor custom national 
reports. 

3. Increasing Participation in Federal/State Benefits Programs – Moving toward 
maximum eligible participation in federal and state benefits programs is one of 
ACORN’s key national priorities.  ACORN will begin transitioning many of its offices to 
the Nets2Ladders screening platform (Nets2Ladders is also a key strategic partner 
with H&R Block).  Nets2Ladders offers a powerful, automated benefits enrollment 
platform that will increase the efficiency and effectiveness of enrolling low-income 
families in federal and state benefits programs.  This software integrates tax return 
and benefit information so that the information that is collected while filing the tax 
return is automatically updated into the benefits screening tools, reducing the 
amount of time needed to add a benefit screening component.  Beginning in January 
2008, ACORN will conduct benefits screening and enrollment in approximately 26 
states, meaning that anyone visiting an 
ACORN Tax and Benefits Access Center in 
these states can also quickly be screened 
for up to 15 federal, state, and local 
assistance programs, including: 

• Food Stamps 

• Medicaid 

• State Children’s Health 
Insurance Program (SCHIP) 

• Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF) 

• Low-Income Home Energy 
Assistance Program (LIHEAP) 

• Child Care 

• Weatherization 

• Local Energy Assistance 
Programs 

• Tuition Assistance 
Programs 

An ACORN Tax and Benefits counselor with clients in 
Miami. 

The ACORN Mobile Action Center van on tax and benefits 
outreach duty in Dallas, TX. 
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• Investment Development Accounts 

• And more… 

ACORN’s new screening platform will generate complete applications that are then 
printed out for clients, saving them countless hours of trouble and heartache and 
more importantly dramatically increasing their chances for actually qualifying for 
these important programs.  By January 2010, all 50 states will be covered by the 
ACORN screening and enrollment platform. 

4. Increasing Savings and Asset Building Tools for Low/Moderate Income 
Families – Through this expanded benefits screening and enrollment platform, 
ACORN offices can now solve the longstanding problem of being able to automatically 
enroll tax and benefits screening clients directly into new bank accounts.  Because a 
large percentage of low and moderate income families are traditionally unbanked, this 
is a huge step forward in helping these families enter into the financial mainstream.  
By fostering longer-term savings habits, ACORN will help these families move away 
from reliance on high-cost payday lending, as well as provide them with routes to low-
cost financing for education, small business, and home loans, as well as check cards 
and low interest rate credit cards.  

5. ACORN, H&R Block and the IRS VITA Program – Although ACORN has 
established a comprehensive technology and resource sharing agreement with H&R 
Block, the organization is still firmly committed to the IRS VITA program and will 
continue to operate its Tax and Benefit Access Centers under the VITA umbrella.  
ACORN will also maintain control over the client data generated at its sites, and H&R 
Block will not contact or solicit ACORN clients. 

 


