An Employee’s Guide To the Federal W-4

Step 1: Enter Personal Information
You will need to fill out your basic information: 1) Name; 2) Social Security number; 3) Address; 4)
City/town, state, and 5) ZIP code) Filing status.

Below the personal information fields in Step 1, there are Steps 2 through 4. These steps will probably
not apply to you if you are single with only one job, or you are married and your spouse does not work.

Step 2: Multiple Jobs or Spouse Works
This section is similar to the “Two Earners/Multiple Jobs Worksheet” from prior W-4 forms.
Checking box 2(c) tells your employer you have multiple jobs in your household. If you do not want your
employer to know this, do not check the box.

In this step, the form indicates workers with multiple jobs should complete Form W-4 with the
information from their highest-paying job. That should result in the most accurate withholding.

If you work more than one job, steps 3 through 4b should only be completed on one W-4 form, not on
the one you complete for each employer.

Step 3: Claim Dependents
This section determines eligibility for the child tax credit. It is an easy step to complete.

The rules changed so more people qualify for the child tax credit. Single taxpayers with an income of
$200,000 or less ($400,000 if married filing jointly) will be eligible.
The number of qualifying children under age 17 times $2,000 goes into the first box. The number of
other dependents multiplied by $500 goes in the second box. The sum of those two numbers goes on
Line 3.

Step 4: Other Adjustments
This section is for various things you may want to account for in your calculations.

These areas include:




(a): Other income (not from jobs). Additional income that might not be subject to withholding,
like rental income, dividends or retirement income.
(b): Deductions. Itemized deductions such as mortgage interest and charitable contributions
that will exceed your standard deduction
(c): Extra withholding. Any extra withholding that you would like to withhold each pay period.

Step 5: Sign the form
Keep in mind if you do not sign the form, it is invalid. That means your employer must disregard your
new W-4 selections and withholding, and instead calculate your withholding as “Single” just as though
you never completed the form.

New worksheets on Form W-4
The new 2020 Form W-4 has only two worksheets, one less worksheet than the 2019 form.

Multiple Jobs Worksheet
If you choose option b in Step 2, you need to complete the Multiple Jobs worksheet. This worksheet is
not as accurate as the tax estimator. However, it provides the maximum amount of privacy.

Line 1
Line 1 is for anyone who has two jobs or is filing jointly with a spouse who also works.
Using the tables on page four, find the wages or salary for the Higher Paying Job in the column on the
left (see below). Cross reference it with the amount of wages or salary from the Lower Paying Job in the
other columns.

At the intersection of these two amounts is the figure you will enter on line 1. Be sure you are using the
correct table. Choose the one that fits your filing status.

Line 2
Line 2 is for someone who has three jobs on their own or with a spouse.
Line 2a is for the two highest-paying jobs. Find the wages or salary for the highest-paying job in the
column on the left and the wages or salary for the second-highest across the top. The amount at the
intersection of those two figures goes on line 2a.
For line 2b, the pay for the two highest-paying jobs are added together and found in the column on the
left. Wages and salaries for the third job are found in the row across the top of the table. The amount at
the intersection of those two figures goes on line 2b. The sum of lines 2a and 2b goes on line 2c.

Line 3
Line 3 is the number of pay periods per year for the highest-paying job. For example, if that job pays biweekly, then 26 goes on line 3.

Line 4
Line 4 divides the amount on either line 1 or 2c by the number of pay periods on line 3. It is the amount
provided in step 4c.

Deductions worksheet
The deductions worksheet is for anyone itemizing deductions. Since the tax change increased the
standard deduction, fewer people itemize deductions. Many high-earners will still itemize.
For 2020, if you believe your itemized deductions will exceed $12,200 (if you are single or married filing
separately), $24,400 (if you’re married filing jointly), or $18,350 (if you’re the head of household), it may
benefit you to fill out the deductions worksheet.

Anyone filling out this worksheet should have their prior-year tax return handy to get an idea of what
those deductions could be for the current year.

Should I fill out a new W-4?
It depends. Here is a list of questions to ask yourself:






Are you married? If yes, does your spouse work?
Do you or your spouse have a second job?
Do you have any new dependents?
Is there a chance that you will not use the standard deduction?
Did you get a large tax bill or have a large refund last year?

If you answer “Yes” to any of those questions, then we recommend revisiting your W-4. If you were
hired in 2020, then you need to complete the new W-4.
You can also refer to the new W-4 Frequently Asked Questions published by the IRS, which provides
further guidance on whether you should adjust your W-4 elections for 2020.

Welcome to the new tax-withholding estimator

Some of you are not thrilled with the idea of all this work. To make it easier on you, check out the IRS’s
new withholding estimator: https://www.irs.gov/individuals/tax-withholding-estimator

Anyone using the estimator must be prepared with similar information requested on the W-4
worksheets.
If you use the estimator, have the following:



Your most recent pay stub. It includes the amount of federal income tax withheld so far in 2020.
A completed copy of your most recent tax return. It helps with estimating income and other
items for 2020.

The withholding estimator calculates an approximation of what someone’s tax liability will be for their
tax return, and whether their current withholding is enough to meet that obligation. Depending on a
person’s situation, this information may lead them to make changes to their W-4.

A final note: The IRS recommends certain taxpayers check their withholding. They are:






Two-income families.
People with two or more jobs at the same time or who only work for part of the year.
People with children who claim credits like the child tax credit.
People who itemized deductions in the previous tax year.
People with high incomes and more complex tax returns.

Finally, if you fill out a new W-4, be sure to submit it as soon as possible in 2020. You will want the
adjustments to take effect sooner rather than later, so the right amount of taxes are withheld from your
paycheck for as much of the year as possible.

