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Qualitative Survey
Background

Each year, the U.S. Department of the Treasury processes about 30 million 1040-ES (Es-
timated Tax) paper vouchers and accompanying checks. In FY2010, 1040-ES payments 
represented 42 percent of lockbox volume and 60 percent of dollars collected by the Fi-
nancial Management Service (FMS) on behalf of the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). The
cost of a non-electronic collection to the Federal government is $3.28; the cost of an elec-
tronic collection, $1.15.

Estimated taxes are paid on income that is not subject to employer withholding. The pay-
ments can be made in a single transaction in April or quarterly in April, June, September, 
and January. Sole proprietors—unincorporated businesses owned by a single individual, 
typically with no other employees—make about 42 percent of those payments. Others 
who make estimated tax payments include those for whom alimony, estates, or trust 
funds are the primary income source.

Electronic payment options available to these taxpayers include:
 Scheduling four payments via the IRS e-file option (using the taxpayer’s banking in-

formation when the prior calendar year’s return is filed via software or a tax profes-
sional; payments must be scheduled when the annual return is filed; they cannot be 
edited once scheduled)

 One of the IRS’s three approved credit and debit card vendors via the Internet or 
phone (fees apply)

 Treasury’s free Electronic Federal Tax Payment System (EFTPS), which offers Inter-
net, phone, live operator and other channels, but requires enrollment

EFTPS, which launched in 1996, is part of the nation’s critical infrastructure. It has col-
lected more than $25 trillion in more than 1.2 billion transactions. To date, EFTPS out-
reach to sole proprietors has consisted of pre-enrolling e-file payers, a process that is be-
ing discontinued due to low uptake. IRS outreach to this population regarding payment 
options has been limited. 

FMS desires to better understand what, if anything, would encourage sole proprietors to 
pay quarterly estimated taxes electronically rather than with a check.

Past Research

In 2008, we conducted quantitative and qualitative research about awareness and likely 
usage of EFTPS and key messaging within the 1040-ES population. We have not asked 
this audience about electronic tax payment options in general; how they would make pay-
ments if using a check were no longer an option; or what they would expect functionally 
in making such payments.
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Research Objectives

FMS is interested in conducting market research to better understand sole proprietors 
who are currently mailing in checks and vouchers. These in-depth phone interviews will 
provide the basis for quantitative research to collect numerical data to forecast future be-
havior and patterns. That request will be submitted after the learnings from the qualitative
research designed to learn about the 1040-ES’s desire to move to electronic payment. Un-
derstanding the electronic payment preferences of this paper-paying target audience will 
help us develop EFTPS enhancements or the use of interventions to ease their transition, 
and will help us develop educational and marketing strategies to encourage use of elec-
tronic methods.

Key objectives and learnings will focus on:

• Awareness of electronic payment options
• The barriers to adoption of electronic payment
• Gathering a more in-depth understanding of the primary 1040-ES payer group, focus-

ing on sole proprietors who file Schedule C (such as independent contractors, truck 
drivers, etc.; these sole proprietors represent an estimated 42% of the total population 
of check-with-voucher payers)

• Understanding which electronic channels would experience the greatest gains in us-
age if sole proprietors no longer had the option of making estimated payments via 
check

• Exploring the functionality this audience would expect when making electronic pay-
ments

• Understanding where sole proprietors receive or seek information on paying their 
taxes

Methodology

To meet these objectives, Harte-Hanks Market Research will conduct 20 in-depth phone 
interviews (IDIs) with sole proprietors who currently write checks for their estimated tax 
payments. The IDIs will be approximately 30 minutes long. Possible participants would 
be selected via a national random sampling of sole proprietors with listed business land-
lines.

FMS understands that these methodologies will under-represent sole proprietors who do 
not have a publicly listed business phone. We also understand that more and more people 
and small businesses are using only cell phones. A Harte-Hanks team that is devoted to 
obtaining lists for phone samples has consulted all its list sources, and has not found a 
source that can provide a cell sample for sole proprietors. Given that random sample tele-
phone surveys continue to be the academically and commercially accepted method for 
collecting statistically valid random samples needed to accomplish the research objec-
tives and that this limitation will not significantly skew this project’s results. The search 
will continue and if a list of cell phone numbers for sole proprietors can be located before
the survey goes into the field, the list will be acquired and used as part of the project.
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Estimated Burden Hours

Completing 20 IDIs among a listed sample of sole proprietors is expected to take a total 
of 12 hours of time. This estimate is based on completing 20, 30-minute interviews (20 
interviews x 30 minutes)/60= 10 hours. 

We believe the incidence of sole proprietors making quarterly payments via checks will 
be approximately 25 percent. That is because of the uniqueness of this business segment. 
Some have day jobs themselves or have a spouse with a day job, and increase withhold-
ing there rather than make estimated payments. Others are sole proprietors only for a few 
months, then go to work for an employer. Others make payments electronically. Still oth-
ers opt to pay penalties and interest and make an annual payment so that they have use of 
their funds all year. Because of the expected incidence rate, we anticipate making an ad-
ditional 60 contacts with sole proprietors who will be asked screening questions but will 
not qualify for participation. Each contact should last approximately two minutes. There-
fore, in addition to the 10 hours for interviewing respondents, there will be approximately
two hours spent screening those who are contacted but do not participate:

60 contacts x 2 minutes/60 = 2 hours

Total for IDIs: 12 hours total burden

OMB and FMS have discussed the subject of incentives. FMS will have its contractor at-
tempt recruitment and interviews without an incentive and stress the opportunity the re-
spondent would have to influence potential changes to procedures for electronic pay-
ments, which would affect their business in the future. OMB understands that FMS' sur-
vey schedule is tight and has agreed on the call that if FMS follows this procedure for a 
week and monitored recruitment rates, FMS can recontact OMB if the contractor finds it 
too difficult to recruit any participants for the survey without the incentive. Although 
OMB believes that FMS contractor should be successful in recruitment without the $100 
incentive, OMB agreed to approve the use of a $100 incentive if FMS provides documen-
tation from its contractor that shows it is not feasible to proceed without an incentive. Un-
der these conditions, OMB agreed it will approve this collection upon receipt of this re-
vised supporting statement.  

The incentive was proposed for several reasons:
 The contractor, which is experienced in research among sole proprietors, informed 

FMS there is no straightforward way to identify this group through specialized lists. 
Instead, the contractor will need to use directories or lists of general commercial enti-
ties to make screening calls. An incentive would encourage those qualified through 
screening to take time away from their one-person business operation and participate, 
meaning less time and money spent on recruitment.

 The contractor said $100 is an appropriate amount based on dozens of similar projects
involving small businesses it has completed in the past few years.
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 Sole proprietors make estimated tax payments only four times per year—January, 
April, June, and September. We will be recruiting these small-business owners just as
they are working on their annual tax return and estimating their April payments, so 
they may not be as receptive to a request to help the government regarding tax pay-
ments.

 This is the first of two pieces of research we need to develop a strategy for moving 
sole proprietors to electronic payments as per our tactical operating plan. The second 
phase of information gathering—quantitative research—cannot be undertaken until 
the IDIs are completed and analyzed. Additional delays in recruiting put meeting our 
tactical operating plan goal at risk.

For questions regarding the survey, contact:

Cheryl Christiansen
Senior Research Director, Strategy and Insights
The Agency Inside Harte-Hanks
777 Township Line Road, Suite 300
Yardley, PA 19067
(732) 207-3084
E-mail address: cheryl_christiansen@harte-hanks.com
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