GENERAL

how to do your own tax

Published: September 3, 2026 | Index ID: #-

How to Do Your Own Tax: A Complete Guide to Filing Your Taxes
Independently

Every year, millions of Americans face the same yearly ritual: gathering receipts, filling out forms, and submitting a
tax return to the IRS. While many turn to professional tax preparers, a growing number of taxpayers are choosing to
file on their own. Doing your own tax can save money, give you a deeper understanding of your finances, and even
boost your confidence in managing your money.

This guide walks you through the entire process, from gathering documents to filing and beyond. Whether you're a
first time filer, a freelancer, or a small business owner, you'll find clear, step by step instructions that keep the stress
low and the results accurate.

Why File Your Taxes Yourself?

Choosing to file your own tax return is a personal decision. Here are some key reasons many people prefer the DIY
route:

e Cost Savings: Professional tax services can cost anywhere from $100 to $500+ depending on complexity. DIY
filing typically costs nothing, except for a small fee for tax software or a few dollars for a paper return.

e Control: You can review every deduction and credit, ensuring nothing is overlooked.

e Learning Opportunity: Understanding the tax code helps you make better financial decisions throughout the
year.

e Convenience: With online filing, you can complete your return from home at any time.

Types of Taxes You Might Encounter

Before diving into the filing steps, it's essential to know which types of taxes apply to you. The most common
categories include:

Income Tax

All wages, salaries, and other income must be reported on a federal tax return. This includes:

« W-2 wages from employers

1099 forms for freelance or contract work
¢ Interest and dividend income

¢ Capital gains from investments

Self Employment Tax

If you're a freelancer, gig worker, or run a small business, you'll pay self employment tax on net earnings. This
covers Social Security and Medicare contributions.

State and Local Taxes

Many states and municipalities impose their own income taxes or sales taxes. Check your local tax authority’s
website for filing requirements.



Step by Step Guide to Filing Your Own Tax Return

Step 1: Gather Your Documents

Organizing your paperwork before you start saves time and reduces errors. Collect the following items:

e W-2 forms from all employers

e 1099 forms (1099 NEC, 1099 INT, 1099 DIV, 1099 G, etc.)

e Statements for interest and dividends (Form 1099 INT, 1099 DIV)

¢ Investment account statements (Form 1099 B, 1099 D)

¢ Receipts for deductible expenses (business expenses, medical, charitable)
« Mortgage interest statements (Form 1098)

e Student loan interest statements (Form 1098 E)

¢ Records of any estimated tax payments made

¢ Health insurance coverage information (Form 1095 A, 1095 B, or 1095 C)
¢ Any other relevant tax documents (e.g., state tax forms)

Step 2: Choose Your Filing Method

You have two main options: paper filing or online filing. Each has its advantages and disadvantages.

e Paper Filing: Requires printing forms, manually filling them out, and mailing to the IRS. It's slower and
increases the risk of errors.

¢ Online Filing (e File): Most people prefer this route because it's faster, more accurate, and often free if your
income is below a certain threshold.

Most tax software providers (TurboTax, H&R Block, TaxAct, etc.) offer a free tier for simple returns. If you have a
more complex situation, you might need to upgrade or use professional software.

Step 3: Decide Whether to Use Tax Software or Paper Forms

Using reputable tax software has several benefits:

e Guided questions reduce mistakes

¢ Automatic calculations and error checks

e Direct e filing to the IRS

¢ Access to tax credits and deductions you might otherwise miss

If you prefer to avoid software, download the latest IRS forms from IRS.gov and print them. Keep in mind that paper
filing requires more manual effort and a longer processing time.

Step 4. Create an Account and Log In

Once you choose a tax software, create an account. Provide your Social Security number, filing status, and any
other requested personal information. Many platforms offer a “start from scratch” option if you're new.

Step 5: Input Your Personal Information

Fill out the following personal data:

Full name, address, and phone number

Filing status (single, married filing jointly, married filing separately, head of household, qualifying widow(er))
Dependents (if any)

Previous year’s tax return details (for reference)

PwObdPRE

Step 6: Enter Income Details



Tax software will prompt you to input each source of income. Provide the following:

W-2 wages: Input wages, federal income tax withheld, Social Security wages, Medicare wages, etc.
1099 NEC or 1099 MISC for freelance income: Input gross receipts and any business expenses.
1099 INT and 1099 DIV for interest and dividends.

1099 G for government payments (e.g., unemployment).

1099 B and 1099 D for investment sales and capital gains.
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Step 7: Claim Deductions and Credits

Maximizing deductions and credits reduces your taxable income and potentially increases your refund. Common
deductions include:

 Standard deduction (2024: $13,850 for single, $27,700 for married filing jointly)

 Itemized deductions: mortgage interest, state and local taxes, charitable contributions, medical expenses
exceeding 7.5% of AGI, and more.

¢ Business expenses: home office, mileage, supplies, and equipment.

e Education expenses: student loan interest deduction, tuition and fees deduction, and education credits.

¢ Retirement contributions: Traditional IRA, 401(k), and other retirement plans.

Tax credits to consider:

e Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)

Child Tax Credit (CTC) and Additional Child Tax Credit

Child and Dependent Care Credit

e American Opportunity Tax Credit (AOTC) and Lifetime Learning Credit
e Energy efficiency credits (e.g., solar panel tax credit)

Step 8: Review Your Return

Before submitting, carefully review every section. Most software offers a “final review” or “check for errors” feature.
Pay special attention to:

e Correct Social Security number and filing status
e Accurate income amounts and withholding
* Proper deduction and credit calculations
e Estimated tax payments and penalties
Step 9: File Your Return

Once satisfied, submit your return. If you're e filing, you'll receive an electronic confirmation from the IRS. If you're
mailing a paper return, double check the mailing address for your state and attach the required payment if you owe
taxes.

Step 10: Track Your Refund or Payment

After filing, you can track the status of your refund using the IRS “Where’s My Refund?” tool. For payments, keep a
copy of your confirmation or receipt for your records.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Even a small error can delay your refund or trigger an audit. Here are the most frequent pitfalls:

« Wrong Social Security Number: Even a single digit error can cause delays.
¢ Missing Forms: Failing to attach required schedules (e.g., Schedule C for self employment) leads to



processing delays.
« Incorrect Filing Status: Choosing the wrong status can affect your standard deduction and tax rates.
¢ Overlooking Deductions: Not claiming available deductions reduces your refund.
« Failing to Sign: A signed return is required for both paper and e filing.
* Not Updating Contact Information: If the IRS cannot reach you, they may delay the refund.

When to Seek Professional Help

While DIY filing works well for most, there are situations where a tax professional’s expertise is invaluable:

¢ Complex investment portfolios with multiple capital gains and losses
e Large business operations or multi state income

 Significant tax liabilities or potential audits

 Situations involving estate or trust taxes

« Uncertainty about deductions or credits that could trigger an audit

Tools and Resources to Make Filing Easier

Here are some useful tools to streamline the process:

* IRS Free File: Free e filing for taxpayers with income under $73,000.

» TurboTax Free Edition: Ideal for simple returns.

H&R Block Free Online: Offers a free tier with no hidden fees.

¢ IRS Tax Withholding Estimator: Helps you avoid underpayment penalties.
» TaxAct Free: Another free option for basic returns.

¢ |IRS.gov’s “Interactive Tax Assistant”: Answers specific tax questions.

Key Takeaways

Doing your own tax is a manageable task if you follow a clear roadmap:

Gather all necessary documents early.

Choose the filing method that best suits your comfort level.
Use reputable tax software or carefully complete paper forms.
Enter data accurately and review thoroughly.

Submit on time to avoid penalties.

Keep copies of all documents and confirmations.
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By staying organized, staying informed, and leveraging available tools, you can file your tax return confidently and
efficiently.

Conclusion

Filing taxes on your own doesn’t have to be intimidating. With the right preparation, a reliable software platform,
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