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HIGHLIGHTS 

 

THE TAXPAYER ADVOCATE SERVICE made unauthorized disclosures to third parties, 
CAN IMPROVE THE PROCESSING OF or made numerous processing errors. 

SYSTEMIC BURDEN CASES To help keep its workload manageable, the TAS 

Highlights 
has policies in place as to which types of cases 
it will accept and which it will refer to other IRS 
functions.  However, the TAS often accepted 
cases that its policies noted should have been 

Final Report issued on June 24, 2014  referred to other IRS functions.  Accepting these 
cases increases the TAS’s workload; 

Highlights of Reference Number:  2014-10-033 nonetheless, it is within the TAS’s discretion. 
to the Internal Revenue Service National 
Taxpayer Advocate. TIGTA identified unreliable data that was 

captured on the Taxpayer Advocate 
IMPACT ON TAXPAYERS Management Information System, which could 

affect management decisions.  In the 100 cases 
Congress established the office of the National TIGTA statistically sampled, more than one-half 
Taxpayer Advocate to assist taxpayers who had incorrect criteria, primary core issues, 
experience difficulties resolving their tax and/or relief codes. 
problems with the IRS or receiving timely and 
appropriate responses to their inquiries.  Many WHAT TIGTA RECOMMENDED 
of these taxpayer issues fall under the category 
of systemic burden which involves instances in TIGTA recommended that the National 

which an IRS process, system, or procedure has Taxpayer Advocate reissue guidance to TAS 

not operated as intended.  It is important that the personnel explaining the requirement to contact 

Taxpayer Advocate Service (TAS) effectively only authorized representatives; review the three 

and efficiently assists taxpayers with systemic potential unauthorized disclosures of tax return 

burden cases to ensure that taxpayers are not information; provide training regarding their 

further harmed by problems with IRS processes. systemic burden case acceptance criteria; and 
reinforce the importance of ensuring that all 

WHY TIGTA DID THE AUDIT actions taken on cases are correct and accurate. 

This audit was initiated because TAS responses In its response, the TAS agreed with seven of 
to systemic burden cases affect more than the eight recommendations and plans to take 
85,000 taxpayers each year.  TIGTA’s overall corrective actions.  For the disagreed 
objective was to determine whether the TAS has recommendation, TIGTA continues to believe 
an effective system to process taxpayer that the TAS would benefit from tracking cases 
requests for relief due to systemic burden. that were accepted using TAS’s discretion. 

WHAT TIGTA FOUND 

The TAS properly exercised its authorities when 
taking account-related actions to assist 
taxpayers.  For example, TAS personnel can 
input a change of address to a taxpayer 
account, but the TAS does not have the 
authority to accept or deny requests for penalty 
abatements. 

However, TIGTA’s review of the TAS’s handling 
of a statistical sample of cases found several 
areas where taxpayer service could be 
improved.  Specifically, TIGTA identified in more 
than one-half of the cases that TAS personnel 
bypassed taxpayers’ authorized representatives, 
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This report presents the results of our review on how the Taxpayer Advocate Service can 
improve the processing of systemic burden cases.  The overall objective of this review was to 
determine whether the Taxpayer Advocate Service has an effective system to process taxpayer 
requests for relief due to systemic burden.  This audit is included in our Fiscal Year 2014 Annual 
Audit Plan under the major management challenge of Providing Quality Taxpayer Service 
Operations. 

Management’s complete response to the draft report is included as Appendix IX. 

Copies of this report are also being sent to the Internal Revenue Service managers affected by the 
report recommendations.  If you have any questions, please contact me or Gregory D. Kutz, 
Assistant Inspector General for Audit (Management Services and Exempt Organizations). 
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Background 

 
The Taxpayer Advocate Service (TAS) is an independent organization within the Internal 
Revenue Service (IRS) whose employees help taxpayers resolve problems with the IRS (case 
advocacy) and recommend changes to prevent future problems (systemic advocacy).  Taxpayers 
may contact the TAS if they have an ongoing issue that has not been resolved through normal 
channels within the IRS (systemic burden).  For example, if a taxpayer has not received a 
response or resolution by the date promised by the IRS, the case meets TAS systemic burden 
criteria.  In addition, taxpayers may contact the TAS if they have suffered, or are about to suffer, 
a significant hardship or economic harm (economic burden) caused by IRS actions or inaction. 

The National Taxpayer Advocate (NTA) provides overall leadership for the program.  Each State 
has at least one local taxpayer advocate who is independent of the local IRS office.  One of the 
TAS’s goals is to protect individual and business taxpayer rights and to reduce taxpayer burden. 

The Internal Revenue Code (I.R.C.) Section (§) 7803(c)(2)(C)(ii) authorizes the NTA to 
establish criteria for accepting cases into the TAS.1  The TAS has divided the criteria into four 
categories: 

 Economic Burden (Criteria Codes 1–4) – Economic burden cases are broadly defined 
as those involving a financial difficulty to the taxpayer.   

 Systemic Burden (Criteria Codes 5–7) – Systemic burden cases are those in which an 
IRS process, system, or procedure has failed to operate as intended and, as a result, the 
IRS has failed to timely respond to or resolve a taxpayer issue. 

 Best Interest of the Taxpayer (Criteria Code 8) – The TAS’s acceptance of these cases 
is to ensure that taxpayers receive fair and equitable treatment and that their rights as 
taxpayers are protected. 

 Public Policy (Criteria Code 9) – Acceptance of cases into the TAS under this category 
is determined by the NTA and is generally based on specific issues or problems of public 
concern. 

The TAS receives cases primarily from two sources—internal referrals from IRS personnel and 
direct taxpayer contact.  When an IRS employee identifies that a taxpayer issue meets TAS case 
acceptance criteria, they are to refer the issue to the TAS if they are unable to resolve the 
taxpayer issue within 24 hours.  When a taxpayer or his or her representative calls or writes to 
the TAS and the taxpayer issue meets case acceptance criteria, they are to open a case to resolve 
the taxpayer issue. 
                                                 
1 See Appendix V for more information on the criteria codes.  
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The TAS also works all account-related referrals from congressional offices.  When a 
congressional referral meets one of the criteria, the case is assigned to that criteria code in the 
Taxpayer Advocate Management Information System (TAMIS).2  If the congressional referral 
does not meet any of the TAS’s criteria, the case is still accepted and is coded as Criteria Code 7.  
Other congressional inquiries (not related to account issues), employee complaints, technical tax 
law questions, policy issues, etc., are worked by other IRS functions.3 

In Fiscal Year (FY) 2012, total case receipts and systemic burden case receipts both dropped 
significantly from prior fiscal years.  Also, there were fewer systemic burden cases received than 
economic burden cases in FY 2012.  Although receipts of systemic burden cases increased from 
FY 2012 to FY 2013, they continue to decline as a percentage of total receipts.  Figure 1 shows 
case receipts for FY 2009 through FY 2013. 

Figure 1:  Systemic Burden Case Receipts as a Percentage of TAS Inventory 

FY 

Systemic Burden Total 

Receipts 
Change From 
Previous Year

Percent of 
Total Receipts Receipts 

Change From 
Previous Year

2009 170,524 N/A 63% 272,404 N/A 

2010 178,784 5% 60% 298,933 10% 

2011 164,173 (8%) 55% 295,904 (1%) 

2012 85,671 (48%) 39% 219,666 (26%) 

2013 88,598 3% 36% 244,956 12% 
Source:  TAS 2012 and 2013 Annual Reports to Congress – Case Advocacy and TAS FY 2013 Objectives Report. 

Since FY 2010, the TAS has changed its policies to no longer accept systemic burden cases from 
taxpayers who are experiencing problems with identify theft, although there are some 
exceptions.4  In addition, beginning in FY 2012, the NTA decided to no longer accept the 
following types of systemic burden cases on a temporary basis:  

 Processing of Original Returns. 

 Unpostable/Rejected Returns. 

                                                 
2 See Appendix VIII for a glossary of terms.   
3 All congressional cases are controlled on the TAMIS.  Congressional cases that are worked by non-TAS IRS 
functions, e.g., employee complaints, are controlled under Criteria Code 0.   
4 In March 2010, the NTA made an agreement with the Wage and Investment Division to refer identity theft cases 
directly to the Identity Protection Specialized Unit.  See Appendix VII for more information.   
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 Processing of Amended Returns. 

 Injured Spouse Claims.5 

The Deputy NTA extended this policy through FY 2014 and is considering making this decision 
permanent by including guidance in the Internal Revenue Manual (IRM).  TAS management 
stated that they made this change because the TAS’s role on these cases is generally limited to 
issuing an Operations Assistance Request (OAR) to resolve the taxpayer’s problem.  TAS 
management also stated that the policy change was needed so they can focus their limited 
resources on economic and systemic burden cases where they play a more direct role in affecting 
the outcome of the case.  Figure 2 shows the number of systemic burden cases received, per the 
TAMIS, for the five types of cases that met criteria for exclusion from the TAS program.     

Figure 2:  Systemic Burden Cases FY 2012 Through FY 2013 

FY 

Systemic Burden Cases Received 

Identity Theft 

Processing 
Original 
Returns 

Unpostable/ 
Rejected Returns

Processing 
Amended 
Returns 

Injured Spouse 
Claims 

2012 12,755 1,989 939 4,164 538 

2013 14,339 2,707 2,169 5,080 1,000 

Source:  Treasury Inspector General for Tax Administration’s (TIGTA) queries of the TAMIS. 

This review was performed with information obtained from IRS National Headquarters in 
Washington, D.C., and the TAS offices in Kansas City, Missouri; and Dallas, Texas, during the 
period July 2013 through January 2014.  We conducted this performance audit in accordance 
with generally accepted government auditing standards.  Those standards require that we plan 
and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for 
our findings and conclusions based on our audit objective.  We believe that the evidence 
obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit 
objective.  Detailed information on our audit objective, scope, and methodology is presented in 
Appendix I.  Major contributors to the report are listed in Appendix II. 

 

                                                 
5 TAS continues to accept all cases referred by congressional offices.  The TAS also may accept cases with these 
issues if a taxpayer’s inquiry is related to other issues for which TAS may advocate, such as an open examination or 
collection action that a refund from, or the processing of, the amended or original return or claim would resolve.   
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Results of Review 

 
While the Taxpayer Advocate Service Adhered to Delegation Orders, 
Improvements Are Needed in the Processing of Systemic Burden 
Cases 

We found that for sampled cases, the TAS adhered to guidelines established under IRS 
delegation orders.  However, our sample testing found that the TAS bypassed authorized 
representatives, made unauthorized disclosures, and made numerous processing errors.  For 
example, TAS personnel did not consistently address all taxpayer issues and some case actions 
were not always correct or timely.  Specifically, 57 of 100 systemic burden cases contained 
errors in the way the TAS handled the cases.  Figure 3 below summarizes the errors in the 
handling of taxpayer requests. 

Figure 3:  Overview of the Types of Errors Identified in the Sample 

Type of Error 
Number of Cases  

With Errors 

Cases With Unauthorized Disclosures/Bypassed Representatives   9 

Cases With Processing Errors 54 
Source:  TIGTA review of sampled cases.  Some cases had more than one error. 

TAS personnel adhered to guidelines established under IRS delegation orders  

As part of our sample review, we assessed whether TAS account-related actions were in 
accordance with the authorities delegated to the TAS by the IRS Commissioner.  These 
authorities allow TAS personnel to make adjustments to taxpayer accounts in limited 
circumstances.  For example, a case advocate can adjust a taxpayer’s address or set up an 
installment agreement if the taxpayer’s account is not assigned to a revenue officer or the 
Automated Collection System and meets other balance due considerations.  However, the TAS 
does not have the authority to accept or deny requests for penalty abatements. 

If a taxpayer’s issue exceeds the TAS’s delegated authority, the case advocate must prepare an 
OAR and send it to the appropriate IRS operating division or function for analysis and 
resolution.  Based on our review, we did not find any instances where TAS personnel exceeded 
their authority when assisting taxpayers. 
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TAS personnel bypassed authorized representatives and made unauthorized 
disclosures  

Our review identified eight instances in which TAS personnel improperly contacted taxpayers 
directly when there was a valid power of attorney (POA) on file or a Form 2848, Power of 
Attorney and Declaration of Representative, was sent directly to the TAS.6  We also identified 
three instances in which the TAS employee made disclosures to individuals who were not the 
taxpayer or authorized to act on behalf of the taxpayer.7  IRS personnel are required to 
communicate with authorized representatives who are acting on behalf of taxpayers and ensure 
that taxpayer return information is not disclosed to unauthorized individuals.8  Both of these 
situations can result in a violation of taxpayer rights.  

When a taxpayer contacts the TAS for assistance and has a valid POA on file for the applicable 
tax period, the case advocate must inform the taxpayer of the requirement to contact the POA.  
This did not occur in eight of the cases we reviewed.  Also, there was no indication in the 
eight case files that TAS case advocates secured managerial approval to bypass the POA and 
deal with the taxpayer directly. 

In three cases we reviewed, TAS personnel disclosed information to a third party and did not 
document whether the person they communicated with was authorized to receive information or 
act on behalf of the taxpayer involved.  ****************1********************* 
*********************************1********************************************
*********************************1********************************************
*********************************1********************************************
*********************************1**************************************.  The 
IRS has a process to report unauthorized disclosures to a special unit called the Situation 
Awareness Management Center; however, it appears this process was not followed in the cases 
we identified.  As such, based on our sample projection, we estimate that 9,399 taxpayers 
potentially had their rights violated.9 

  

                                                 
6 Form 2848 is used to authorize an individual to represent taxpayers before the IRS.   
7*************************1*************************************************.   
8 See Appendix VI for more information.   
9 The 9,399 point estimate is based on a 95 percent confidence level.  We are 95 percent confident that the point 
estimate is between 3,514 and 15,283 cases involving TAS personnel bypassing authorized representatives and/or 
making unauthorized disclosures.  See Appendix IV for more information. 
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Recommendations 

The NTA should: 

Recommendation 1:  Reissue guidance to TAS personnel explaining the requirement to only 
contact authorized representatives, when applicable, and emphasize this requirement in future 
training. 

Management’s Response:  IRS management agreed with this recommendation.  
They will issue an Internal Guidance Memorandum on this matter and develop a training 
module to address various scenarios where authorized representatives were at risk of 
being bypassed. 

Recommendation 2:  Review the three potential unauthorized disclosures of tax return 
information and report as appropriate the incidents to the Situation Awareness Management 
Center. 

Management’s Response:  IRS management agreed with this recommendation.  
They will review the three cases and, if appropriate, report the incidents to the Situation 
Awareness Management Center. 

Processing errors were made when responding to systemic burden cases   

In 54 of the 100 cases reviewed, we also found one or more case processing errors that can affect 
customer service and cause taxpayer burden.  Based on our sample findings, we project that 
56,393 of the 104,432 systemic burden cases from FY 2012 contained processing errors.10  
Figure 4 summarizes the case processing errors identified in our review. 

                                                 
10 The 56,393 point estimate is based on a 95 percent confidence level.  We are 95 percent confident that between 
46,145 and 66,641 cases involved TAS personnel not timely and/or correctly addressing taxpayer issues.  See 
Appendix IV for more information. 
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Figure 4:  Systemic Burden Case Processing Errors 

Case Processing Issue 
Number of Cases 

With Errors 
Case Should  
Be Reopened 

Some Case Actions Were Not Correct 9 3 

All Issues Were Not Addressed or Resolved 11 **1** 

Errors Involving Document Requests 18 **1** 

Action Plan Was Incomplete/Not Updated 18 - 

Untimely Case Actions 15 - 

Referrals to IRS Functions Misrouted or Unnecessary 8 - 

Untimely Initial Contact With Taxpayers 5 - 

Written Communication Errors 5 - 

Source:  TIGTA review of sampled cases.  Cases may have more than one error. 

The TAS’s IRM provides detailed guidance on how systemic burden cases should be processed, 
and there are specific standards designed to provide quality customer service.  The guidance 
states that a case should not be closed until all actions are completed and all of the taxpayer’s 
related issues are addressed.  For example, the TAS could assist a taxpayer with an installment 
agreement and also update the taxpayer’s address if he or she has moved.  In addition, TAS 
management is required to review cases both during processing and when cases are closed to 
help ensure that the taxpayer’s case is handled properly.  Although these controls exist, they 
appear ineffective in some instances. 

Some case actions were not correct   

In nine cases, actions taken by TAS employees and/or other IRS employees were incorrect or 
incomplete to resolve the taxpayer’s issue.  Further, we recommended that the TAS reopen three 
of these cases because actions were incorrect and it appears these taxpayers continue to be 
harmed.  The TAS’s IRM explains in detail how cases should be processed.  However, guidance 
was not followed in these cases, resulting in potential harm to the taxpayer.  *****1****** 
**********************************1*******************************************
**********************************1*******************************************
**********************************1*******************************************
**********************************1*******************************************
**********************1****************************.11  These errors were caused by 

                                                 
11 I.R.C. § 6511(a).  
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inconsistent adherence to established TAS criteria.  As a result, taxpayers and the Government 
may have been affected. 

All issues were not addressed or resolved 

In 11 cases, the TAS did not fully address all of the taxpayer issues.  ********1********** 
**************************************1***************************************
**********1************.  The TAS’s IRM directs case advocates to ensure that all actions 
have been completed and all related issues addressed so the taxpayer will not have to make 
repeat contacts to the IRS *******************1*********************** 
**********************************1*******************************************
**********************************1**********************************.  In these 
11 cases, not all issues were addressed, which could result in additional workloads for the IRS 
and burden to the taxpayer. 

Errors involving document requests 

In 18 cases, the TAS made errors involving document requests.  Specifically, in 14 cases we 
reviewed, the TAS requested information from the taxpayer when it was not required or was 
available in the case file or on other IRS systems.  Additionally, there were four cases for which 
the TAS did not timely request information needed to resolve the taxpayer’s issue.  ***1*** 
*************************************1****************************************
*************************************1****************************************
*************************************1****************************************
*************************************1****************************************
*************************************1****************************************
*************************************1****************************************
*************************************1**************************************.  
Requesting information from the taxpayer or his or her representative when it is not needed can 
cause taxpayer burden and delay the resolution of the taxpayer’s issue.  Per TAS guidance, case 
advocates should identify the applicable documents needed from internal and external sources 
during their initial review of the case file.  These errors were caused by not adhering to 
established TAS criteria and resulted in additional burden to the taxpayers. 

Action plan was incomplete/not updated  

In 18 cases, the TAS did not prepare a complete action plan or did not update the action plan as 
the case progressed.  TAS employees are required to draft an action plan to address all issues for 
each case.  The TAS’s IRM states the action plan is used to outline the actions necessary to 
resolve the taxpayer’s issue(s) and should represent a list of things to be done on the case.  Case 
advocates should modify and update the action plan as subsequent issues arise or changes are 
identified so that anyone reviewing the case can easily determine the next actions to be taken.  
An action plan is important because it facilitates proper case management and provides a 
roadmap for anyone who may need to review or take action on the case.  Because TAS personnel 
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did not always complete or update action plans, the resolution of taxpayer cases could have been 
delayed.  

Untimely case actions 

In 15 cases, actions taken by case advocates were not timely.  ***********1*************** 
************************************1*****************************************
************************************1*****************************************
************************************1*****************************************
************************************1*****************************.  Taxpayers 
requesting TAS assistance have often already experienced delays in dealing with other IRS 
functions.  Delays in processing TAS cases may cause taxpayers additional burden.  The TAS’s 
IRM states that adherence to established follow-up dates is essential to achieve timely case 
processing.  Further, case actions should aim to resolve the taxpayer’s problems and move the 
case toward closure.  In these cases, the identified delays affected the overall time necessary to 
resolve the taxpayer’s issue. 

Referrals to IRS functions misrouted or unnecessary  

In eight cases, the TAS issued OARs that were unnecessary or sent to the wrong IRS location.  
***********************************1******************************************
***********************************1******************************************
****************1********************.  TAS guidance states that the TAS uses an OAR 
to request assistance from an IRS operating division or function to complete an action on a TAS 
case when the TAS does not have the authority to take the required action(s).  Failure to correctly 
identify where an OAR should be sent, or sending an OAR that is not required, potentially causes 
delays in processing a taxpayer’s case and could burden the taxpayer.   

Untimely initial contact with taxpayers 

In five cases, the TAS did not make timely initial contact upon receipt of the taxpayer’s case.  
Specifically, the range of delays in these five cases was between two and 24 calendar days late.  
The TAS’s IRM requires that case advocates contact the taxpayer and/or the authorized 
representative within five workdays of receipt of a case meeting systemic burden criteria.  
Making contact with the taxpayer or authorized representative timely is important to inform him 
or her of TAS involvement, to clarify the taxpayer’s issue or problem, and to request any 
documentation or information needed to resolve the taxpayer’s issues.  By not making this 
contact in a timely fashion, the TAS is potentially causing additional taxpayer burden.   

Written communication errors 

Case advocates made five errors that involved written communication to taxpayers, including 
incomplete responses, factual inaccuracies, and correspondence that was omitted from the case 
file(s).  TAS guidance requires that correspondence to taxpayers be factually accurate and 
complete so that taxpayers do not have to contact the IRS again for additional clarification.  
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Further, the TAS’s IRM states that copies of all taxpayer communications should be maintained 
in the TAS case file, but this was not always done.  ***********1******************* 
*************************************1****************************************
*************************************1****************************************
**1****  Errors identified were caused by TAS employees not following established guidance. 

Recommendations 

The NTA should: 

Recommendation 3:  Review the results of sample findings and, where appropriate, 
incorporate lessons learned into future training for TAS personnel.   

Management’s Response:  IRS management agreed with this recommendation.  
They will review the results of the sample findings and will incorporate any lessons 
learned into future training.  TAS management also stated they have a quality review 
process; and for any cases in the TIGTA sample that were also selected for TAS quality 
review, they will compare the results with TIGTA’s findings. 

Recommendation 4:  Reopen the five cases we identified to fully address the taxpayers’ 
issues. 

Management’s Response:  IRS management agreed with this recommendation.  
They stated they will reopen the five cases TIGTA recommended and will ensure that all 
issues are fully addressed. 

The Taxpayer Advocate Service Often Uses Its Discretion to Accept 
Cases That Do Not Meet Its Case Acceptance Policies 

We found instances where TAS accepted cases even though it had policies in place to route the 
cases to other IRS units, and other instances where documentation of the initial justification for 
accepting a case did not meet the TAS’s definition of systemic burden cases.  In these situations, 
TAS exercised its discretion in accepting cases in order to help the taxpayers.  The TAS does not 
consider its case criteria as a means of excluding taxpayers from the TAS, but rather, as a guide 
to TAS case acceptance.  Accepting these cases increases the TAS’s workload; nonetheless, it is 
within the TAS’s discretion. 

For each of the 100 cases in our sample, we reviewed TAS case files and other information that 
was available on the IRS systems at the time the case was accepted.  We found 23 instances 
where the TAS accepted cases even though it had policies in place to route the cases to other IRS 
units, where documentation of the initial justification for accepting a case did not meet the 
definition of systemic burden cases, or where the taxpayer’s issue was already resolved prior to 
the TAS accepting the case.   
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Specifically, in six cases involving issues such as identity theft,12 the TAS decided to accept the 
cases even though it has policies in place instructing that the cases be referred to other IRS 
business units.  In 14 of the 23 cases, the facts and information documented in the case file 
during initial case acceptance did not meet TAS’s criteria for systemic burden cases.  For the 
remaining 3 cases, the TAS accepted the cases despite having documentation available at the 
time of acceptance in IRS systems which showed the taxpayer’s issue had already been 
addressed.  In all of these instances, the TAS exercised its discretion in accepting cases in order 
to help the taxpayers.  Based on our sample findings, we project that these 23 cases equate to an 
estimated 24,019 cases in FY 2012 worked by the TAS.13  In addition, we estimate it would take 
approximately 121 TAS advocates to work those cases.14   

The TAS stated that it made the decision not to refer some of the cases back to the IRS because 
the taxpayer had already been sent to the TAS and it added the case to the TAMIS.  In addition, 
in other instances the TAS felt that the case details were complex and would likely result in a 
problem for the taxpayer later; thus, the TAS chose to take the case at that time.  ****1****** 
*********************************1********************************************
*********************************1********************************************
*********************************1********************************************
*********************************1********************************************
*********************************1********************************************
*********************************1********************************************
**************1***************. 

Prior studies conducted by both TAS management and an independent contractor hired by the 
TAS also found that case acceptance policies have been an ongoing challenge.  The TAS 
contracted with an outside organization (MITRE Corporation) to perform a comprehensive 
review of the case advocacy process with the goal of identifying areas for improvement.  In the 
report dated September 26, 2008, the contractor recommended that TAS management conduct 
additional analysis on the number of cases accepted that did not meet TAS acceptance criteria to 
“ensure that TAS resources are dedicated to cases meeting the “letter” and “spirit” of TAS 
criteria.”   

                                                 
12 These cases met TAS case acceptance criteria; however, based on NTA policy decisions, systemic burden criteria 
cases involving identity theft, processing of original and amended returns, unpostable/rejected returns, and injured 
spouse claims are generally not to be referred or accepted by the TAS. 
13 The estimate is based on 100 randomly selected cases closed in FY 2012 with a 23 percent error rate, 
a ± 8.29 percent precision rate, and a 95 percent confidence level.  See Appendix IV for more information. 
14 At the end of FY 2012, the TAS had 1,175 intake, case, and lead advocates, and the TAS closed a total of  
232,508 cases.  Dividing the total number of cases closed by the number of advocates results in approximately  
198 cases closed per advocate in FY 2012.  By dividing the estimated number of cases accepted that do not meet 
criteria (24,019) by the number of closures per advocate (198), it is estimated that it took 121 advocates to close 
those cases.  In addition, we are 95 percent confident that between 77 and 164 advocates were used to close the 
estimated 24,019 cases. 
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Further, TAS management established a team of TAS personnel to review and assess the 
appropriateness of cases received through the IRS case referral process.  In the report dated  
April 2010, the team reviewed a sample of 698 cases and determined that 61 percent of IRS 
referrals were appropriate and 71 percent of direct intake cases were appropriate.  Our sample 
findings and the studies performed in the past, show that the TAS has consistently used its 
discretion in accepting cases where systemic burden criteria were not met. 

Recommendations 

The NTA should: 

Recommendation 5:  Provide training to TAS and IRS operating division and function 
personnel regarding its systemic burden case acceptance criteria and emphasize that referrals 
should be adequately documented to establish how they meet TAS criteria. 

Management’s Response:  IRS management agreed with this recommendation.  
According to TAS management, they will expand training curriculum to include 
appropriate case acceptance criteria.  Currently, the TAS provides training for all new 
case advocates and intake advocates on TAS case criteria.  Local Taxpayer Advocates are 
also provided with materials for use in conducting outreach about the TAS to the 
operating division/functions, including examples of cases meeting TAS criteria.  The 
TAS also reviews training material used by the operating division/functions to train 
employees on making TAS referrals, including Internal Revenue Manuals discussing 
TAS referrals.  

Recommendation 6:  Should consider developing a new or revising an existing criteria code 
for cases the TAS exercised its discretion and accepted cases that did not meet their systemic 
burden case acceptance criteria or could have been referred to other IRS units per TAS policies. 

Management’s Response:  IRS management disagreed with this recommendation.  
The TAS believes that all of the cases in the TIGTA sample met TAS case criteria and 
were appropriately accepted because of the discretion it has in accepting cases where the 
TAS feels taxpayers need assistance; as such they do not see the benefits of expanding 
the existing case criteria code. 

Office of Audit Comment:  TIGTA continues to believe that all 23 cases noted did not 
meet TAS systemic burden case acceptance criteria or any of the specific exceptions 
mentioned in the TAS response to this report.  Some of the specific exceptions noted by 
TAS in their response include the taxpayer declining referral to the Identity Protection 
Specialized Unit or not satisfied with assistance provided through the Identity Protection 
Specialized Unit, the IRS has already tried to provide relief in the past, and has failed, 
and cases referred by congressional offices.  However, these and the other specific 
exceptions noted by TAS in their response did not apply to any of the 23 cases.   
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We fully support TAS’s efforts to help taxpayers and, as noted in this report, do not 
question that it was within the TAS’s discretion to accept these 23 cases.  However, given 
that the TAS established the policies to limit the types of systemic burden cases accepted 
in an attempt to manage its workload, we believe the TAS should consider measuring the 
component of its workload that it accepts at its discretion.  

Sample Testing Found Data Input Into the Taxpayer Advocate Service 
Management Information System Were Not Reliable  

We found that 52 of the 100 cases reviewed in our sample had incorrect codes input into the 
TAMIS.  When projected to the population of 104,432 closed cases in FY 2012, we estimate that 
54,305 cases have unreliable data due to the incorrect coding.15  These errors were primarily due 
to TAS personnel not following guidance when inputting primary core issue codes and relief 
codes into the TAMIS.  Unreliable data could lead to poor decisions by TAS management and 
incorrect information reporting in the publicized Annual Reports to Congress and Annual 
Objectives Reports.  In addition, the TAS’s Systemic Advocacy function, which identifies and 
addresses IRS global systemic and procedural issues, could be affected as the volume and type of 
cases may not be accurate.  Figure 6 summarizes our review of the 100 sampled cases for 
reliability of data. 

Figure 6:  Systemic Burden Case Reliability of Data Errors 

Type of Coding Error 
Number of Cases  

With Errors 

Cases With Incorrect Criteria Code  16 

Primary Core Issue Code Incorrect 22 

Relief Code Incorrect 30 
Source:  TIGTA review of sample cases.  Some cases had more than one error. 

Cases with incorrect criteria code 

Sixteen of the 100 cases we sampled had incorrect criteria codes.  The NTA has established nine 
criteria codes that indicate the reason a taxpayer’s issue meets the requirements to be worked by 
the TAS.16  Five of the 16 errors were cases referred from congressional offices that were 
incorrectly coded as meeting the TAS’s systemic burden criteria.  Although the TAS has an 
agreement to work most congressional cases, it has not established a unique criteria code for 
those congressional cases that do not meet TAS criteria.  As a result, TAS personnel classify all 

                                                 
15 The 54,305 point estimate is based on a 95 percent confidence level.  We are 95 percent confident that between 
44,032 and 64,577 cases involved TAS personnel incorrectly inputting criteria, core issue, and/or relief codes.  See 
Appendix IV for more information. 
16 See Appendix V for more information.   
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congressional cases as meeting TAS criteria even when the taxpayer’s issue does not qualify.  
This results in an overstatement of cases that meet the TAS’s systemic burden criteria. 

Primary core issue code incorrect 

The primary core issue code on the TAMIS was not correct for 22 of the 100 cases sampled.  
Primary core issue codes are used to identify the main problem or issue facing the taxpayer.  The 
TAS has more than 130 primary core issue codes that are used to document the taxpayer issue or 
problem.  Because these codes were incorrect, the TAS will not have reliable data to determine 
which issues are causing taxpayer problems. 

Relief code incorrect 

Thirty of the 100 cases we sampled had incorrect relief codes.  The TAS uses these codes to 
identify if/when a Taxpayer Assistance Order17 was issued and whether the TAS provided partial, 
full, or no relief to the taxpayer’s problem.  Because these codes are not always correct, TAS 
management will not have accurate information about the final disposition of taxpayer cases. 

Recommendations 

The NTA should: 

Recommendation 7:  Develop a new criteria code or revise an existing case criteria code for 
cases received from congressional offices that do not meet other TAS case acceptance criteria. 

Management’s Response:  IRS management agreed with this recommendation.  The 
NTA issued an Internal Guidance Memorandum effective April 2, 2014, which provides 
that congressional cases that do not meet other criteria shall be accepted under criteria 9. 

Recommendation 8:  Reemphasize the importance of ensuring the accuracy of criteria, 
primary core issue, and relief codes to TAS personnel to improve the accuracy of information 
used to make managerial decisions and reported to Congress and the public. 

Management’s Response:  IRS management agreed with this recommendation.  
TAS management stated they regularly train and emphasize to employees the importance 
of accurate case coding.  They will continue to review their training modules and ensure 
that the importance of accurately recording the criteria, primary core issue code, and 
relief codes is emphasized. 

 

                                                 
17 A Taxpayer Assistance Order may be issued to 1) direct the operating division/function to take a specific action, 
cease a specific action, or refrain from taking a specific action or 2) direct the IRS to review at a higher level, 
expedite consideration of, or reconsider a taxpayer’s case.  
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Appendix I 
 

Detailed Objective, Scope, and Methodology 
 

The overall objective of this review was to determine whether the TAS has an effective system to 
process taxpayer requests for relief due to systemic burden.  To accomplish this objective, we: 

I. Determined what guidance has been provided to TAS employees regarding the 
processing of Criteria Code 5–7 cases. 

II.  Determined if TAS handling of Criteria Code 5–7 accepted cases was effective.  
Specifically, we selected a sample of Criteria Code 5–7 cases closed in FY 2012 and 
determined if the TAS’s acceptance of the case was appropriate.  

A. In order to project to the population, we selected a statistical random sample 
of 100 Criteria Code 5–7 cases closed in FY 2012 from a population of 
104,432 systemic burden cases closed in FY 2012 (using a 95 percent confidence 
level, a ±6 percent desired precision rate, and a 10 percent expected error rate).  We 
queried the TAMIS to secure the 104,432 cases closed in FY 2012 and validated the 
reliability of the data by using the field descriptions, reviewing the appropriateness of 
data within fields, and comparing population totals to information obtained from TAS 
reports.  We found the data to be sufficiently reliable for our purposes.  Also, a 
contracted statistician reviewed and agreed with our sampling methodology and 
projections.  For each sampled case, we:   

1. Determined if the taxpayer’s case should have been accepted based on case 
acceptance criteria in place at the time the case was received for Criteria  
Code 5–7 requests. 

2. Determined if the TAS made timely initial contact with the taxpayer.  

3. Determined if the TAS incorrectly bypassed the authorized representatives. 

4. Determined if the TAS made unauthorized disclosures to third parties.  

5. Determined if the TAS requested the information/documentation necessary to 
resolve the taxpayer’s issue. 

6. Determined if the TAS documented the case course of action in the TAMIS.1 

7. Determined if the TAS initiated the appropriate corrective action(s) if they had the 
requisite authority to do so. 

                                                 
1 See Appendix VIII for a glossary of terms. 
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8. Determined if the TAS ensured that corrective actions were fully implemented.  

9. Determined if the TAS addressed all issues to fully resolve the taxpayer’s case. 

10. Determined if the TAS took timely actions and communication with taxpayers 
was accurate.  

11. Reviewed the TAMIS to determine if closing entries were accurately recorded on 
the TAMIS. 

B. Discussed potential exceptions with TAS management. 

Internal controls methodology 

Internal controls relate to management’s plans, methods, and procedures used to meet their 
mission, goals, and objectives.  Internal controls include the processes and procedures for 
planning, organizing, directing, and controlling program operations.  They include the systems 
for measuring, reporting, and monitoring program performance.  We determined the following 
internal controls were relevant to our audit objective:  the TAS’ policies, procedures, and 
practices for processing systemic burden cases.  We evaluated these controls by reviewing a 
random sample of 100 systemic burden cases closed in FY 2012 and interviewing TAS 
management.   
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Appendix II 
 

Major Contributors to This Report 
 

Gregory D. Kutz, Assistant Inspector General for Audit (Management Services and Exempt 
Organizations) 
Jonathan T. Meyer, Director 
Janice M. Pryor, Audit Manager 
Joseph P. Smith, Lead Auditor 
Mary F. Herberger, Senior Auditor 
Donald J. Martineau, Auditor 
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Appendix III 
 

Report Distribution List 
 

Commissioner  C 
Office of the Commissioner – Attn:  Chief of Staff  C 
Deputy National Taxpayer Advocate  TA 
Executive Director, Case Advocacy  TA:EDCA 
Chief Counsel  CC 
Director, Office of Legislative Affairs  CL:LA 
Director, Office of Program Evaluation and Risk Analysis  RAS:O 
Office of Internal Control  OS:CFO:CPIC:IC 
Audit Liaison:  National Taxpayer Advocate  TA 
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Appendix IV 
 

Outcome Measures 
 

This appendix presents detailed information on the measurable impact that our recommended 
corrective actions will have on tax administration.  These benefits will be incorporated into our 
Semiannual Report to Congress. 

Type and Value of Outcome Measure: 

 Taxpayer Rights and Entitlements – Potential; 9,399 taxpayers may have had their rights 
violated because TAS personnel bypassed representatives and/or made unauthorized 
disclosures (see page 4). 

Methodology Used to Measure the Reported Benefit: 

In nine (9 percent) of the 100 sampled FY 2012 closed TAS systemic burden cases reviewed, 
TAS personnel bypassed authorized representatives and/or made unauthorized disclosures.  The 
TAS closed a total of 104,432 systemic burden criteria cases in FY 2012.  We estimate that TAS 
personnel potentially bypassed authorized representatives or made unauthorized disclosures for 
9,399 (104,432 x 9 percent error rate) taxpayers.  Our review of 100 randomly selected systemic 
burden criteria cases for this attribute resulted in a 9 percent actual error rate and a ± 5.64 percent 
precision rate based on a 95 percent confidence level.  Further, we are 95 percent confident that 
between 3,514 and 15,283 cases involved TAS personnel bypassing authorized representatives 
and/or making unauthorized disclosures.  

Type and Value of Outcome Measure: 

 Taxpayer Burden – Potential; 56,393 taxpayers may have been burdened because TAS 
personnel did not take correct or timely actions on cases (see page 4). 

Methodology Used to Measure the Reported Benefit: 

In 54 (54 percent) of the 100 sampled FY 2012 closed TAS systemic burden cases reviewed, 
TAS personnel did not timely and/or correctly address taxpayer issues.  The TAS closed a  
total of 104,432 systemic burden criteria cases in FY 2012.  We estimate that TAS personnel 
potentially did not timely and/or correctly address taxpayer issues for 56,393 (104,432 x  
54 percent error rate) taxpayers.  Our review of 100 randomly selected systemic burden criteria 
cases for this attribute resulted in a 54 percent actual error rate and a ± 9.81 percent precision 
rate based on a 95 percent confidence level.  Further, we are 95 percent confident that between 
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46,145 and 66,641 cases involved TAS personnel not timely and/or correctly addressing taxpayer 
issues. 

Type and Value of Outcome Measure: 

 Reliability of Information – Potential; 54,305 cases on the TAMIS may have unreliable 
criteria, primary core issue, and/or relief codes (see page 13). 

Methodology Used to Measure the Reported Benefit: 

In 52 (52 percent) of the 100 sampled FY 2012 closed TAS systemic burden cases reviewed, 
TAS personnel incorrectly input criteria, primary core issue, and/or relief codes on the TAMIS.1   
The TAS closed a total of 104,432 systemic burden criteria cases in FY 2012.  We estimate  
that TAS personnel potentially incorrectly input criteria, primary core issue, and/or relief codes 
on 54,305 (104,432 x 52 percent error rate) cases.  Our review of 100 randomly selected 
systemic burden criteria cases for this attribute resulted in a 52 percent actual error rate and a 
± 9.84 percent precision rate based on a 95 percent confidence level.  Further, we are 95 percent 
confident that between 44,032 and 64,577 cases involved TAS personnel incorrectly inputting 
criteria, primary core issue, and/or relief codes. 

                                                 
1 See Appendix VIII for a glossary of terms. 
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Appendix V 
 

Taxpayer Advocate Service Criteria Codes 
 

Economic Burden Criteria 

Criteria Description 

1 The taxpayer is experiencing economic harm or is about to suffer 
economic harm. 

2 The taxpayer is facing an immediate threat of adverse action. 

3 The taxpayer will incur significant costs if relief is not granted 
(including fees for professional representation). 

4 The taxpayer will suffer irreparable injury or long-term adverse 
impact if relief is not granted. 

Systemic Burden Criteria 

5 The taxpayer has experienced a delay of more than 30 calendar days 
to resolve a tax account problem. 

6 The taxpayer has not received a response or resolution to their 
problem or inquiry by the date promised. 

7 A system or procedure has either failed to operate as intended or 
failed to resolve the taxpayer’s problem or dispute within the IRS. 

Best Interest of the Taxpayer 

8 
The manner in which the tax laws are being administered raise 
considerations of equity or have impaired or will impair the 
taxpayer’s rights. 

Public Policy 

9 The NTA determines compelling public policy warrants assistance to 
an individual or group of taxpayers. 

Source:  TAS IRM 13.1.7.2(1) (July 23, 2007). 
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Appendix VI 
 

Disclosure of Tax Return Information  
and Authorized Representatives 

 
Identifying the authorized representative during a tax matter is critical for IRS personnel because 
I.R.C. Section (§) 6103 prohibits disclosure of tax return information to third parties unless the 
taxpayer has authorized the IRS to make the disclosure.  In addition, the direct contact provisions 
of I.R.C. § 7521 generally: 

 Prohibit IRS personnel from bypassing a qualified representative once a taxpayer 
authorizes one to act on his or her behalf and informs the IRS of that authorization.  

 Require IRS personnel to stop a taxpayer interview whenever a taxpayer requests to 
consult with a representative.  

 Require IRS personnel to obtain their immediate supervisor’s approval to contact the 
taxpayer instead of the representative if the representative is responsible for unreasonably 
delaying the completion of an audit or investigation. 
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Appendix VII 
 

Systemic Burden Identity Theft Cases 
Still Accepted by the Taxpayer Advocate Service 

 
The Memorandum of Understanding between the TAS and the Wage and Investment Division, 
signed in March 2010, requires cases meeting TAS systemic burden criteria be referred directly 
to the Identity Protection Specialized Unit for resolution.  However, the TAS will continue to 
accept systemic burden identity theft cases that meet one of the following conditions: 

 The taxpayer declines referral to the Identity Protection Specialized Unit. 

 The IRS has already tried to provide relief in the past and has failed. 

 Systemic burden cases that require advocacy which might lead to the issuance of a 
Taxpayer Assistance Order1 on behalf of the taxpayer. 

 Taxpayer cases added to the TAMIS will remain in the TAS and be resolved through the 
OAR process. 

 Taxpayers not satisfied with the assistance provided through the Identity Protection 
Specialized Unit. 

 Taxpayers assisted by Identity Protection Specialized Unit who subsequently face 
economic burden while the Identity Protection Specialized Unit is processing their 
request will come to the TAS for assistance when the Identity Protection Specialized Unit 
cannot provide relief within 24 hours. 

 Congressional cases. 

 Any cases previously open in the TAS. 

 

                                                 
1 A Taxpayer Assistance Order may be issued to 1) direct the operating division/function to take a specific action, 
cease a specific action, or refrain from taking a specific action or 2) direct the IRS to review at a higher level, 
expedite consideration of, or reconsider a taxpayer’s case.  
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Appendix VIII 
 

Glossary of Terms 
 

Automated Collection System – A telephone contact system through which telephone assistors 
collect unpaid taxes and secure tax returns from delinquent taxpayers who have not complied 
with previous notices.  

Case Advocate – A TAS employee who works within the IRS and determines actions that have 
been taken or need to be taken to resolve the tax problems taxpayers are experiencing.  

Delegated Authorities – Authorities granted to the NTA by the IRS Commissioner which are  
re-delegated to TAS employees and management.  

Direct Intake – Cases received through contact with TAS personnel (not cases referred by the 
IRS operating divisions) by telephone, correspondence, walk-in visits, etc. 

Installment Agreement – The IRS allows taxpayers the opportunity to make smaller periodic 
payments over time if the full amount cannot be paid at once.   

Internal Revenue Manual – The primary official source of IRS instructions to staff that relate 
to the administration and operation of the IRS.  

Operations Assistance Request – Used by the TAS to ask for assistance from an IRS operating 
division or function to complete an action on a TAS case.  An OAR is necessary when the TAS 
does not have the authority to take the required action(s). 

Revenue Officer – Employees of the IRS who attempt to contact taxpayers and resolve 
collection matters that have not been resolved through notices sent by the IRS campuses or the 
Automated Collection System. 

Taxpayer Advocate Management Information System  – A database of the TAS that is 
exclusively dedicated to the recordation, control, and processing of TAS taxpayer cases and to 
the capturing and analysis of core tax issues, laws, policies, and internal IRS functional processes 
that are the sources of significant taxpayer hardship and other critical problems. 

Page 24 



The Taxpayer Advocate Service Can Improve the  
Processing of Systemic Burden Cases 

 

Appendix IX 
 

Management’s Response to the Draft Report 
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5 
 

(1) Review the TAS Case Criteria Code to determine if it is correct.  There are two types 
of errors that may result in incorrect coding: administrative errors and factual errors.  
Generally, the criteria code will not be changed on a case unless the incorrect code was 
input on the case when the case was taken into TAS and an administrative or factual error 
occurred. 

(a) Administrative errors arise when, by mistake or accident, criteria codes are 
incorrectly selected or input on TAMIS. 
EXAMPLE: **************1*********************************** 
*************************1****************************************
*********************1********************************************
***1************** 
**************************1***************************************
**********************1*******************************************
******************1**********************************************1
************** 
EXAMPLE: ******************1****************************** 
****************************1************************************
***********************1*****************************************
******************1**********************************************
*************1***************************************************
********1****************************1***************************
********************************1********************************
***************************1*************************************
**********************1******************************************
****************1************************************************
***********1********************************************1********
**** 
****************************1************************************
************************1****************************************
********************1********************************************
****************1****************************. 

 
TAS conducts a comprehensive quality review of closed cases on an ongoing basis.  The 
Taxpayer Advocate Review Program (TARP) looks at 38 different quality attributes and 
reviews the accuracy of 37 different TAMIS entries.  TARP reviews are a vital part of 
measuring whether TAS is effectively advocating for taxpayers who are seeking our assistance.  
Results are used to identify best practices and areas for improvement, training needs, and 
systemic problems, and make improvements that will further advance TAS's underlying 
advocacy mission.  In FY 2012, TARP reviewed 520 cases a month for a total of 6,240  
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