
 
TAX POLICY CENTER | URBAN INSTITUTE & BROOKINGS INSTITUTION  

 

MOST AMERICANS ARE INTERESTED IN USING IRS DIRECT FILE  
TO PREPARE AND FILE THEIR TAXES  

Aravind Boddupalli, Margot Crandall-Hollick, Michael Karpman, and Noah Kennedy 
March 2025  

Direct File allows millions of taxpayers to prepare and file 
their federal income tax returns electronically and directly 
with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) for free. It is an 
optional government service that was successfully piloted 
by over 140,000 tax filers with simple tax situations across 
12 states in the 2024 tax filing season.1 After filing, 90 
percent of users rated their experiences as positive, with 
many noting Direct File’s ease of use, trustworthiness, and 
free services.2 Since then, Direct File has expanded to 
cover more tax situations and more states. As a result, an 
estimated 30 million taxpayers across 25 states can use 
Direct File in 2025.3 

Like other tax preparation software, Direct File guides 
taxpayers through a series of questions, in a step-by-step 
“interview style” manner to prepare and file their tax 
returns online. It is available in English and Spanish, 
provides live chat and customer service support, and is 
mobile-friendly.4 Through partnerships with states, 
eligible users of Direct File can also prepare and file their 
state income tax returns electronically for free. Direct File 
also has “data importing” functionality, giving taxpayers 
the ability to pre-populate their income tax return with 
some data the IRS already has on file, including 
information from W-2 forms.5 Unlike some other tax-filing 
options, including those in the IRS’s Free File program, 
Direct File is always free and does not promote service 
upgrades that filers must pay for.6 

This factsheet uses December 2024 data from the Urban 
Institute’s Well-Being and Basic Needs Survey (WBNS) to 
examine interest in using Direct File. Unlike prior surveys that have examined the experiences of Direct File users, the 
WBNS is a nationally representative survey of adults ages 18 to 647 and hence paints a fuller picture of national interest 
in this government service. We also examine what motivated respondents to choose their most recent tax filing 
methods to better understand their priorities when preparing and filing their taxes. 

 
1 For more, see Government Accountability Office (GAO), Direct File: IRS Successfully Piloted Online Tax Filing but Opportunities Exist to Expand 
Access, GAO-25-106933, December 19, 2024.  
2 Internal Revenue Service, Direct File pilot officially closes after more than 140,000 taxpayers successfully use direct e-filing system in 12 states, 
including integration with 4 state tax systems, IR-2024-122, April 26, 2024. 
3 For more, see: Vanessa Williamson, “The battle over Direct File and the future of free public tax filing,” Brookings Institution, March 4, 2025. 
4 IRS, “IRS Direct File: File taxes for free directly with IRS,” February 2025. 
5 Courtney O’Reilly and Annelise Grimm, "Expanding the Reach of Free, Easy Tax E-Filing," Code for America, January 2025.  
6 Urban-Brookings Tax Policy Center, “What is Free File?” Tax Policy Center Briefing Book, January 2024. 
7 The December 2024 WBNS had a nationally representative sample of 7,771 adults ages 18 to 64, including 5,889 adults who reported that their 
households filed a federal or state income tax return in the past 12 months. For more, see: Urban Institute, “The Well-Being and Basic Needs Survey,” 
March 2025. 
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FIGURE 1 

Source: Well-Being and Basic Needs Survey, December 2024. 
Notes: Data includes adults ages 18-64 whose households filed a tax 
return in the past year. FPL=federal poverty level. Filers who are 
Black, White, or of other races refer to those who are not 
Hispanic/Latine. Filers classified as ”Additional races” are American 
Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander, another race, or two or more races. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-25-106933
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Most tax filers are interested in using Direct File 

Among those who filed a tax return last year, about three-quarters (73 percent) reported they would be somewhat or 
very interested in using Direct File if they had access to it (figure 1).8 Although the shares of tax filers who are interested 
varied by demographic characteristics, a majority in each group expressed interest in using Direct File. 

Interest in Direct File was high both among those who had paid to file their taxes (69 percent) and those who filed their 
taxes for free (85 percent) in 2024 (data not shown). 

However, two-thirds of tax filers (68 percent) also agreed with the statement that they do not know enough about 
Direct File to feel comfortable using it, and 88 percent agreed with the statement that their most-recent filing method 
met their needs (data not shown).  

Ease of use and cost are the top reasons when choosing a tax filing method 

American taxpayers interested in Direct File prioritize ease of use and cost when choosing how to file their tax returns. 
Those not interested in using Direct File were more likely to prioritize accuracy, including a reduced chance of being 
audited, followed by ease of use (table 1).  

     

    

Most important reason for choosing tax filing method All tax filers 
Tax filers  

interested in 
using Direct File 

Tax filers not 
interested in 

using Direct File 
Ease of use 26% 29% 18% 
Cost 20% 23% 12% 
Accuracy, including a reduced chance of being audited 18% 15% 25% 
Ability to maximize a tax refund or minimize taxes owed 11% 10% 14% 
Ability to file federal and state tax returns together 7% 7% 6% 
Speed of receiving a tax refund 6% 6% 7% 
Customer service 3% 3% 6% 
Other 2% 2% 3% 

Source: Well-Being and Basic Needs Survey, December 2024. 
Notes: Data includes adults ages 18-64 whose households filed a tax return in the past year. All estimates for adults interested in Direct File differ  
significantly from adults not interested in Direct File at the 0.05 or 0.01 levels, using two-tailed tests, except for the ability to file federal and state  
tax returns together and speed of receiving a tax refund reasons. Estimates are not shown for respondents who did not report (4%) nor those who  
reported ”don't know” (3%).  

 
Notably, Direct File is free for eligible users, which may save filers $160 on average in annual tax filing fees.9  

For tax filers who prioritize ease of use, the expansion of Direct File’s pre-population functionality, mobile-friendly 
portal, integrated state-level tax return filing, access to live customer support, and the ability to use Direct File in both 
English and Spanish may be especially important factors. 

Further evidence on the accuracy of Direct File-prepared tax returns and how the share of returns audited compares 
with other filing methods (commercial tax software, accountants, or volunteer income taxpayer assistance (VITA) tax 
clinics), may be important information for taxpayers to know when deciding their tax filing method of choice.  

 
8 Survey respondents were asked, “The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) is offering a new optional service called Direct File that allows taxpayers in 
some states to prepare and file their federal income tax return through the IRS website for free. If Direct File were available to you, would you be 
interested in using it?” 
9 Gabriel Zucker and Bharat Ramamurthi, “The Impact of Direct File—by the Numbers,” Economic Security Project, March 2024. 

TABLE 1 

Ease of Use and Cost Are Top Priorities for Tax Filers Interested in Direct File 
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