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Thank you for the invitation to join you to discuss the tax compliance challenges of small businesses driving 

the sharing economy.  My name is Caroline Bruckner and I am a tax professor on the faculty at American 

University’s Kogod School of Business.  As part of my responsibilities at American University, I am also the 

Managing Director of the Kogod Tax Policy Center, which conducts non-partisan research on tax and 

compliance issues specific to small businesses and entrepreneurs.  The Center develops and analyzes 

solutions to tax-related problems faced by small businesses and promotes public dialogue concerning tax 

issues critical to small businesses and entrepreneurs.  

Prior to my appointment at Kogod, I served from 2009 until 2014 on the staff of the U.S. Senate 

Committee on Small Business and Entrepreneurship (the “Committee”), ultimately as Chief Counsel.  

During my tenure with the Committee, I handled tax, labor and budget issues, and worked with small 

business stakeholders across the country and political spectrum to develop small business tax legislation, 

including the Small Business Jobs Act of 2010 (P.L.111-240), which provided more than $12 billion of tax 

relief for small businesses.   

At Kogod, we are currently focused on the tax and compliance issues impacting America’s latest iteration of 

self-employed small business owners who are renting rooms, providing ride-sharing services, running 

errands, and selling goods to consumers in business transactions coordinated online and through app-based 

platforms developed by companies such as Airbnb, Etsy, Uber, Lyft, Taskrabbit, Instacart and others (the 

“sharing economy” or “on-demand platform economy”).   Although the on-demand platform economy has 

experienced extraordinary growth since its inception, surprisingly little has been done to understand the tax 

compliance challenges this new frontier presents, or how the on-demand platform economy impacts 

Treasury and IRS’ ability to fairly and efficiently administer the U.S. tax code.1   Our research, which we 

released in a report titled, “Shortchanged: The Tax Compliance Challenges of Small Business Operators 

Driving the On-Demand Platform Economy,” targets the tax compliance challenges of these small 

businesses and endeavors to shed light on these issues as Congress moves forward with tax reform.    

Having spent more than a year investigating this growing problem, we report on what the existing literature 

has yet to acknowledge: that, for tax purposes, on-demand platform economy service providers and sellers 

are, in fact, small business owners.  And there are millions of them working and earning income in ways that 

are not readily identifiable by existing government research or publicly-available taxpayer filings.2  In 

particular, we explore why it’s tough to measure how pervasive the tax problems of these small businesses 

are because existing government research and methodologies for measuring the smallest of small businesses 
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fall short.  We argue that these issues should be considered by Congress and the IRS—not only because 

millions of American taxpayers are needlessly burdened trying to comply with an antiquated, outdated tax 

system—but also because inaction has very real implications on Treasury and IRS’ ability to fairly and 

efficiently collect taxes.   A number of findings we review in our research are particularly relevant to today’s 

discussion, including: the scope of the on-demand economy workforce, their average monthly income and 

hours worked.  

 

 Scope of the On-Demand Platform Economy:  More than 2.5 million Americans are earning income 

in the on-demand platform economy as small business owners every month.3  “Even at the low end, 

both in terms of participation and dollars earned, [on-demand] platforms grew by about 50% per 

year, making it by far the fastest growing segment of the labor market.”4   In fact, the number of individuals 

operating as small businesses in the on-demand platform economy is set to double to seven million 

Americans by 2020, if not more.5  The explosive growth of the on-demand platform economy is the 

latest example of a 66.5% increase in alternative work arrangements for U.S. workers from 14.2 

million in 2005 to 23.6 million in 2015. 6  

 Average Income of On-Demand Economy Small Businesses:  Although people do cycle in and out 

of the on-demand platform economy, during the months in which people are actively using 

platforms to earn income, their earnings “represented a sizeable but still secondary source of 

income.” Average monthly income from active participation ranges from $533 to $314, with the 

higher amounts usually stemming from working in connection with platforms such as Uber, Handy, 

TaskRabbit (labor platforms) as opposed to other platforms such as eBay, Airbnb (capitol platforms 

or sellers and accommodation providers).7

 Average Hours Worked of On-Demand Economy Small Businesses:  Although studies to date have 

identified a core constituency of small business operators (ranging from 25% to 30%) that tend to 

work for on-demand platforms full-time and earn more, by and large, the majority of individuals in 

the on-demand platform economy work 12 hours per week.8

Notwithstanding the on-demand platform economy’s unprecedented growth and adoption by more than 

86.5 million U.S. adults as consumers and service providers and sellers in just a few short years,9 the 

economic activity and growth of these small business owners has largely gone unacknowledged by most 

government measures for tracking small business activity.10  In fact, many of these taxpayers don’t 
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necessarily realize they are small business owners or what their tax filing obligations are until tax time or 

they receive an IRS notice.  

As part of our research, we spoke with dozens of individuals currently participating in the on-demand 

economy and initiated a survey of members of the National Association of the Self-Employed (NASE).  

Our survey was designed to gauge existing self-identified self-employed workers’ participation in the on-

demand economy (e.g., how many hours worked; how much income earned) as well as respondents’ 

understanding of their tax filing obligations (e.g., whether respondents kept records for their expenses or 

received a Form 1099 from their on-demand platform company). 11  

Our intention in conducting the survey was not to prepare a statistically reliable estimate of the entire 

American population of the self-employed or freelancers or all workers in the on-demand platform 

economy.  Instead, our objective was to assess whether tax compliance challenges exist—even among a 

group of taxpayers, who, by their own self-selection as members of NASE, are self-employed small business 

owners.  During March 2016, NASE invited approximately 40,000 members to participate in the survey and 

received 518 responses.  

The population we surveyed can be generally considered experienced, self-employed taxpayers when viewed 

in terms of their NASE membership, and yet their responses indicate a significant lack of understanding and 

information available regarding self-employed tax filing obligations in addition to undue tax compliance 

burdens for reporting income earned in the on-demand platform economy.   Specifically, our survey 

revealed that among respondents who had earned income working with an on-demand platform company in 

2015, which was approximately 22% of all of our respondents: 

 Approximately one-third did not know whether they were required to file quarterly-estimated 

payments with the IRS on their on-demand platform income; 

 36% did not understand what kind of records were needed for tax purposes for business income 

and expenses generated from working with a sharing economy partner; 

 43% were unaware as to how much they would owe in taxes and did not set aside money for taxes 

on that income; and

 Almost half did not know about any tax deductions, expenses or credits that could be claimed 

related to their on-demand platform income.  

Taken together with our additional research, our findings suggest that, at best, many small business owners 

are shortchanged when filing their taxes; at worst, they fail to file altogether.  Moreover, a significant 

file:///C:\Users\cbruck\AppData\Local\Temp\notes142542\NASE%20-%20KTPC%202016%20Survey.df
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percentage of these taxpayers could face potential audit and penalty exposure for failure to comply with 

filing rules that are triggered by relatively low amounts of earned income.  

Under current tax rules, when self-employed taxpayers are expected to owe at least $1,000 in taxes and 

aren’t subject to withholding, advance payments of estimated tax are due to the IRS throughout the year in 

the form of quarterly-estimated payments.12  It just doesn’t take that much income to trip over these filing 

requirements.  

Consider if a ride-sharing driver netted $7,500 in income from working with an on-demand platform in 

2015.  That amount alone could translate to $1,039 just in self-employment tax due ($859 Social 

Security tax and $201 Medicare tax), which, in turn, would trigger quarterly-estimated payment 

obligations—without even calculating any income tax owed.  It’s not so hard to imagine a taxpayer who 

went to file taxes in April 2016 and learned, not only did she fail to make quarterly-estimated payments 

in 2015 on her ride-sharing income, but that she also owed estimated taxes for the first quarter of 2016. 

Costs to taxpayers can also be quantified in terms of time spent preparing returns and chasing down 

answers to complex tax questions from the IRS.  In her annual report to Congress, the National Taxpayer 

Advocate noted that during the 2015 tax filing season, only 37% of taxpayer calls routed to customer service 

representatives overall, and the hold time for taxpayers who got through averaged 23 minutes.13   

We heard time and again from taxpayers, on-demand platform companies and tax preparers that small 

businesses operating in the on-demand economy “generally want to be honest and pay what they owe, but 

the tools and resources don’t exist.”14  Indeed, more than 60% of our survey respondents who worked for 

an on-demand platform company in 2015 reported that they did not receive a Form 1099-K or Form 1099-

MISC from their on-demand platform, which likely means the IRS didn’t either.15  This is not surprising 

given that it is entirely consistent with both the Form 1099-MISC filing instructions and the statutory 

requirements for filing a Form 1099-K.  Nevertheless, evidence from our research suggests that the existing 

information reporting regime results in a lack of information that correlates to an undue burden on a 

significant portion of the 2.5 million on-demand platform economy operators in terms of compliance costs.  

Almost half of our survey respondents indicated that they spent between 10 to 35 hours or more preparing 

their taxes for 2015.  

The current tax administration system isn’t working for a significant percentage of on-demand platform 

small business operators or Treasury or IRS.  At the root of this problem is a lack of information and 
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understanding of tax filing obligations, which is compounded by an information reporting regime that 

results in widespread confusion.  And these tax compliance challenges are only going to continue to grow 

and impact more and more self-employed small business owners.  Indeed, as some financial industry 

analysts have observed, “the vast majority of U.S. entrepreneurial activity is small—nano small, [a]nd the 

ranks of self-employed ‘solopreneurs’ are growing fast, with 53 million Americans freelancing today, and 

upwards of 66 million Americans, or 40% of the workforce by 2020.”16  To be fair, not all of the millions of 

Americans who are projected to be freelancing by 2020 would necessarily be small businesses in the on-

demand economy, but a good percentage of them will be.17   At the same time, tax practitioners report that 

“while many do not know it, renting a home short-term is basically running a small business and this 

requires tax compliance.”18  And make no mistake, the individuals who are earning income from powering 

the on-demand platform economy are carrying on a trade or business as small business owners for U.S. tax 

purposes.19  

Our assessment of the general confusion state of play when it comes to filing taxes on income earned from 

on-demand platform work was consistently reinforced by interviews with tax preparers, industry experts and 

our survey.  At a minimum, the IRS should explore strategies in which it could leverage third parties and/or 

revise the information reporting regime to eliminate the guesswork that serves as the basis for many of the 

tax returns filed for income earned participating in the sharing economy.  Everyone is losing under the 

current rules.  Both on-demand economy players and the IRS deserve greater efficiency and less hassle.  We 

can do better.  Again, I thank you for the opportunity to join today’s discussion and for the work you do on 

behalf of America’s small businesses. 
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