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One of the first items that you need to determine when completing your tax return is your filing 
status. Your correct filing status must be known in order to determine whether or not you need 
to file a return, when certain deductions, adjustments and credits phase-out and what tax 
bracket your income falls within.

Since we have a "voluntary" tax system, if more than one tax filing status happens to apply for 
your situation (which is common among certain taxpayers), you have the option to choose the 
filing status which will result in your lowest tax liability.

The hardest part of determining a taxpayer's filing status is knowing the IRS definitions, as they 
pertain to filing status (the IRS has different definitions for the same words depending on what 
the item is that the word is referring to).

The IRS follows state law when determining whether or not you are legally married. If you are 
legally married according to the laws of your state, on the last day of your tax year, then you 
and your spouse have a choice of filing as married filing jointly or married filing separately. 
The federal tax calculation for married filing separately varies by state and you should not 
attempt to complete a tax return with this filing status without the help of a tax professional.

If you are not legally married, according to the laws of your state, on the last day of the tax 
year, then your filing status is most likely single, head of household or a qualifying 
widower. The exception is when your spouse passed away during the tax year and you did not 
remarry before the last day of the tax year. In this case, you may use the married filing 
jointly filing status for that year.

If you are not legally married, according to the laws of your state, on the last day of the tax 
year, you have not been married for at least two years and you do not provide the support for 
another, then most likely you would be required to file as single. The single filing status usually 
applies to taxpayers who are unmarried, divorced or legally separated.

If you are not legally married, according to the laws of your state, on the last day of the tax year 
and you paid more than half the cost of maintaining your home for yourself and your dependent 
child, parent or relative then you may be able to file as head of household. There are 
exceptions to this filing status that enable some taxpayers who are married to file as head of 
household and some taxpayers who pay for more than half of the cost to maintain their parents 
home to qualify for this filing status. Dependents for determining filing status is not defined the 
same way dependents are defined for exemption purposes. The costs of maintaining a home for 
your dependents (property taxes, repairs & maintenance, home owners insurance, etc.) is not 
the same as the cost of supporting your dependents (food, medical expenses, clothing, etc.). If 
you believe you may be able to qualify as head of household you should discuss this with your 
tax advisor to make sure you qualify.

The year after your spouse died, assuming you filed married filing jointly in the year of your 
spouses death, you may be able to file as a qualifying widower for the next two tax years. 
You can usually use this filing status if you paid more than half the costs of maintaining a home 
for yourself and a dependent child who lived with you for the whole year.

In order to make sure you're paying the least amount of tax required by law, make sure you 
take advantage of the best filing status that your can.
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Gina L. Gwozdz is a CPA who has chosen to specialize in taxes. Visit her website at 
http://GLGcpa.com to view more Tax Tip Articles.
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