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Category:  Integrated Marketing Campaign  
Program Title:  ―e-file with Free File‖ 
Key Contact:  Ellen Birek, Ogilvy Public Relations Worldwide 
Organization Submitting Entry:  Ogilvy Public Relations Worldwide on behalf of the Internal 
Revenue Service 
Budget: $2 Million – Not to be disclosed 
 
   

SITUATION 
In 1998, Congress passed the Internal Revenue Service Restructuring and Reform Act, which mandated an 80 percent 
electronic tax filing usage rate by 2012.  Since then, the use of e-file among Americans has grown, with nearly 70 percent of 
individual tax returns e-filed each year.  The public perception about the benefits and usage of e-filing, however, does not match 
the reality of those statistics.  Adoption of e-filing among the remaining ―late adopters‖ is slow.  In addition, there is even less 
awareness about free filing options available to all Americans through the IRS Free File Program.  IRS Free File is offered in 
cooperation with tax preparation software companies to enable qualifying taxpayers to prepare and file their taxes for free. 
 

According to the Electronic Tax Administration Advisory Committee (ETAAC), taxpayer use of the Free File Alliance services 
increased 20 percent in 2008, but dropped a whopping 38 percent in 2009.  The IRS faced additional challenges to increasing e-
file and Free File participation: 

 The IRS’ projected growth rate for e-file was slowing and not expected to reach 80 percent by 2014.  Challenge:  Reverse a 
growing trend by showing that more than two out of three taxpayers already use e-file and the Free File program to save 
time, money and securely prepare and transmit their tax return to the IRS. 

 The budget for e-file communications has remained relatively static since 2008.  Challenge:  Reach a large target audience 
with a limited budget in a fiercely competitive tax preparation marketplace. 

 The IRS website is expansive and space is limited.  Challenge:  Create an easily accessible point for taxpayers to find 
information about e-file and Free File. 

 Inform all taxpayers about e-file and Free File.  Challenge:  Create messaging that can resonate across a broad audience, 
without losing value. 

  

Objectives:  Faced with low awareness and participation rates, the IRS reached out to Ogilvy Washington to help them craft a 
communications and marketing program to increase e-file and Free File participation, with two specific objectives: 

 Objective 1:  Increase awareness and use of e-file service among taxpayers who traditionally prepare taxes with software 
but then paper file and among taxpayers who prepare and file their taxes using paper forms. 

 Objective 2:  Increase awareness and use of the IRS Free File program among taxpayers who qualify for free tax 
preparation and federal filing. 

  

RESEARCH 
To effectively accomplish campaign goals and address challenges, Ogilvy relied heavily on research to guide the campaign 
strategy. 
Audience:  Research found that target audiences for e-file were taxpayers who were using commercial software to prepare their 
taxes, but were hitting print and mailing in their tax forms.  The target audience for Free File were the 70% of taxpayers making 
less than $57,000 a year who qualified to use free software to prepare and file their taxes for free. 
  

In order to learn more, Ogilvy Washington conducted eight focus groups held around the U.S. which revealed taxpayers knew 
little to nothing about e-file and IRS Free File.  Review of IRS internal reports, including the ―Advancing e-file Study‖ conducted 
by MITRE, showed that there was no silver-bullet approach to advancing e-file, that the strategy must consider many factors and 
require an integrated approach to address taxpayers’ security, usage and cost concerns around e-file. 
  

PLANNING 
Based on the research results, Ogilvy determined that a 360° integrated marketing campaign using a social-norming approach to 
be most effective strategy to promote IRS e-file and Free File.  Ogilvy leveraged both statistics and filing behavior in its 
messaging and assets to encourage taxpayers to embrace the most popular and accurate way to file one’s federal taxes, while 
saving time and money.  Although 67 percent of taxpayers currently e-file, more work was needed to secure brand recognition 
and emphasize that the alternatives to e-file are out of date.  Additionally, the state of the economy provided timeliness to IRS 
Free File as nearly 70 percent of taxpayers qualify to use the service.  Ogilvy’s strategy also included the development of a 
campaign micro site that served as a hub for all campaign initiatives, including advertising and PSAs, earned media activities, 
and a comprehensive digital media strategy that all emphasized the 360° approach. 
 

EXECUTION 
The e-file and Free File campaigns launched on January 15, 2010.  Ogilvy developed 38 different campaign materials in as little 
as three months, and each component met or exceeded its original expectations.  Campaign assets were rolled out and updated 
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at different points during the tax season to reinforce the importance of e-filing and using Free File this tax season.  Most assets 
ran through Tax Day, April 15th, though some continue to run through October 15th, the extended deadline to file taxes.  All 
campaign assets were sharable on major social networks and via e-mail increasing online awareness of IRS e-file and Free File.  
As Tax Day approached, interest in the campaign assets grew exponentially. 
  

Advertising, Public Service Announcements (PSAs), and Earned Media 
Ogilvy created a strategic advertising approach to promote e-file and Free File.  Tactics included TV advertising, broadcast and 
print PSAs, digital banner ads, and search engine marketing (SEM). 
Broadcast Advertisement:  ―Don’t be like Don‖ commercial, reiterating the benefits of e-file, launched January 25 on The Weather 
Channel and ESPN, and reached an estimated audience of 147.2 million adults.  Ogilvy also worked with The Weather Channel 
to develop a countdown to tax day promotion, and partnered with the ESPN network in creating an ―On the Money‖ news 
segment to promote e-file during its broadcast. 
 Public Service Announcements:  Broadcast and print PSAs were used to increase public awareness of Free File. 

o TV PSAs:  Ogilvy created two television campaign spots, ―Sarah the Saver‖ and ―Sensible Sam,‖ that aired on network 
affiliate stations as well as national and local cable stations.  “Sarah the Saver‖ was also filmed in Spanish to increase 
audience reach. 

o Radio PSAs:  Ogilvy produced 30- and 60-second radio commercials and three live scripts in English and Spanish 
promoting e-file with Free File that were distributed to radio stations nationally. 

o Print PSAs:  Ogilvy created two Print PSAs to illustrating the need to save money when preparing taxes this season.  
The ―Sarah the Saver‖ and ―Sensible Sam‖ concepts were used to tout the benefits of Free File. 

 Digital Banners and Search Engine Marketing (SEM):  Six digital banners were created in English and Spanish to promote 
IRS Free File. Ogilvy also implemented a Google AdWords campaign using tax preparation, filing and tax extension 
keywords to raise awareness.  All ads drove traffic to the campaign micro site. 

 National Satellite Media Tours:  Two SMTs were held at the start and toward the end of the tax filing season to inform the 
public of e-file and Free File.  SMTs were conducted in English and Spanish. 

 Matte article:  A matte article highlighting the value of e-filing with Free File was distributed through National American 
Precis Syndicate (NAPS) to gain national and local coverage in a variety of news outlets. 

 UWire distribution:  A release highlighting tips for first-time filers was distributed to more than 800 university and college 
newspapers to encourage use of Free File this tax season. 

  

Micro site and Digital Assets 
A consumer friendly micro site, sharable widgets and a viral how-to video were used to create awareness of the e-file and Free 
file programs. 
 Micro site:  Ogilvy developed the IRS’ first-ever consumer-facing micro site specifically to help taxpayers explore the 

benefits of e-file and Free File, and provide an easily accessible entry point to IRS.gov. 
 Widgets:  Ogilvy created sharable widgets for e-file and IRS Free File, featuring a countdown to Tax Day. 
 How-to Video:  Ogilvy created an engaging How-to video to show taxpayers how to use e-file to prepare and file their taxes, 

and to guide them to more information on IRS.gov. 
  

EVALUATION 
The campaign performed strongly across all channels. 
Objective 1:  The use of e-file this tax season increased by 2 percent with a 6 percent increase among taxpayers who self-
prepare and e-file their taxes with commercial software. 
Objective 2:  IRS’ Free File participation decline slowed significantly, with a modest decrease by 6 percent, compared to the 38 
percent drop in 2008.  Specific elements of campaign success that were significant to reaching the campaign objectives include:  
 The value of the paid media campaign exceeded the total media spend by nine times (audience reach:  446,950,715). 
 All banners and SEM text ads exceeded the government benchmark of a .05% click-through rate. 
 PSAs returned an estimated value of over $8.2 million as of April 23, 2010. 
 The campaign micro site performed strongly, with 253,235 total visits and 230,791 unique visitors to the English micro site 

from January 15 through April 18, 2010. 
 Widgets featuring the IRS e-file and Free File logos and a countdown to tax day were clicked on over 72,000 times 

combined—linking consumers directly to the campaign micro site for more information. 
 The ―How to e-file with Free File‖ video had more than 7,000 views as of April 27th, 2010. 
 Both English SMTs resulted in 41 airings reaching an estimated audience of 1,593,166. 
 Both Spanish SMTs resulted in 57 airings reaching an estimated audience of 2,273,920. 
 A matte article garnered 716 news articles in 27 different states (readership: over 29 million; value: $94,823.24). 
 

Ogilvy is currently working with the IRS to apply the lessons learned from this year’s marketing campaign and build upon the 
campaign’s success to continue the positive momentum for e-file and Free File adoption during next tax season. 


