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routing number (i.e., for direct deposit of a tax refund), the stimulus payments were 
disbursed electronically over a three-week period ranging from late April to mid-
May.9 For households that did not provide a routing number, the payments were 
mailed using paper checks over a nine-week period ranging from early May through 
early July.10 The IRS mailed a notice to the ESP recipients in advance of sending the 
payments.11 Importantly, within each disbursement method, the particular timing of 
the payment was determined by the last two digits of the recipients’ Social Security 
numbers, which are effectively randomly assigned.

In aggregate the stimulus payments in 2008 were historically large, amounting to 
about $100 billion, which in real terms is about double the size of the 2001 rebate 
program. According to the Department of the Treasury (2008), $79 billion in ESPs 
was disbursed in the second quarter of 2008, which corresponds to about 2.2 percent 
of GDP or 3.1 percent of PCE in that quarter. During the third quarter, $15 billion 
in ESPs was disbursed, corresponding to about 0.4 percent of GDP or 0.6 percent of 
PCE. The stimulus payments constituted about two-thirds of the total ESA package, 
which also included various business incentives and foreclosure relief.12 This article 
focuses on the stimulus payments, as recorded in our CE dataset.

9 Payments were directly deposited only to personal bank accounts. Payments were mailed to tax filers who had 
provided the IRS with their tax preparer’s routing number, e.g., as part of taking out a “refund anticipation loan.” 
Such situations are common, representing about a third of the tax refunds delivered via direct deposit in 2007.

10 Due to the electronic deposits, about half of the aggregate stimulus payments were disbursed by the end of 
May. While most of the rest of the payments came in June and July, taxpayers who filed their 2007 return late could 
receive their payment later than the above schedule. Since about 92 percent of taxpayers typically file at or before 
the normal April 15th deadline (Slemrod et al. 1997), this source of variation is small. Nonetheless, we present 
results below that exclude such late payments.

11 For paper checks, the notices were mailed about a week before the checks were mailed. For EFTs, the notices 
were sent a couple of business days before the direct deposits were supposed to be credited. The recipients’ banks 
were also notified a couple of days before the date of the electronic transfers, and some banks might have credited 
some of the electronic payments to the recipients’ accounts a day or more before the official payment date. For 
example, some EFTs that had been scheduled to be deposited on Monday, April 28 were reported to the banks on 
Thursday April 24, and some banks appear to have credited recipients’ accounts on Friday, April 25.

12 For more details on ESA, see, e.g., Sahm, Shapiro, and Slemrod (2010).

Table 1—The Timing of the Economic Stimulus Payments of 2008

Payments by electronic funds transfer Payments by mailed check

Last two digits of  
taxpayer SSN

Date ESP funds  
transferred to account by

Last two digits of 
taxpayer SSN

Date check to be  
received by

00–20 May 2 00–09 May 16
21–75 May 9 10–18 May 23
76–99 May 16 19–25 May 30

26–38 June 6
39–51 June 13
52–63 June 20
64–75 June 27
76–87 July 4
88–99 July 11

Source: Internal Revenue Service (http://www.irs.gov/newsroom/article/0,,id=180247,00.
html).




