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UNDERSTANDING IRS
PUBLICATION 915 AND
WORKSHEET 1: A COMPLETE
GUIDE TO SOCIAL SECURITY
BENEFITS TAXATION

For  millions  of  retirees  and individuals
receiving  Social  Security  benefits,
navigating the tax implications can feel
overwhelming. One of the most critical
resources  provided  by  the  Internal
Revenue  Service  is  IRS  Publication

915,  which explains how to determine
whether your Social Security benefits are
taxable. At the heart of this publication
lies a vital  tool:  IRS Publication 915
Worksheet 1. This worksheet is the key
to calculating the taxable portion of your
benefits  accurately.  Whether  you  are
preparing your own taxes or simply want
to  understand  how  your  retirement
income is  treated,  this  guide will  walk
you  through  everything  you  need  to
know  about  IRS  Publ icat ion  915
Worksheet  1,  step  by  step.
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WHAT IS IRS PUBLICATION 915?

IRS  Publication  915,  titled  "Social
Security  and  Equivalent  Railroad
Retirement  Benefits,"  is  an  official
document  published  by  the  Internal
Revenue  Service.  It  provides  detailed
instructions  and  worksheets  to  help
taxpayers determine how much of their
Social  Security  income  is  subject  to
federal  income  tax.  The  publication
covers both Social  Security benefits and
equivalent  railroad  retirement  benefits,
and  it  includes  several  worksheets
designed  for  different  situations.  The
most  commonly  used  is  Worksheet  1,
which  is  designed  for  most  taxpayers
who  have  only  Social  Security  benefits
and  no  other  complex  income  sources.
Understanding  IRS  Publication  915

Worksheet  1  is  essential  because  it
directly  affects  how  much  tax  you  may
owe. Failing to complete it correctly can
lead to underpayment or  overpayment
o f  t a x e s ,  b o t h  o f  w h i c h  h a v e
consequences. The worksheet walks you
through  a  series  of  calculations  that
combine  your  adjusted  gross  income,
nontaxable  interest,  and  half  of  your
Social  Security  benefits  to  arrive  at  a
"combined  income"  figure.  That
combined  income  then  determines
whether any of your benefits are taxable
and, if so, how much.

WHO NEEDS TO USE IRS
PUBLICATION 915 WORKSHEET
1?

Not  everyone  who  receives  Social
Security  benefits  needs  to  file  a  tax
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return  or  pay  taxes  on  those  benefits.
However,  if  your total  income exceeds
certain thresholds, you may be required
to report your benefits. IRS Publication
915  Worksheet  1  is  designed  for
individuals who:

Receive Social Security benefits or
equivalent railroad retirement
benefits
Have only Social Security income
and no other complex income
sources (such as foreign earned
income or tax-exempt interest
from certain bonds)
Are not filing a joint return with a
spouse who has separate income
adjustments
Are not using the Married Filing
Separately status and living apart

from their spouse for the entire
year

If  your situation is  more complex,  you
may  need  to  use  a  different  worksheet
within Publication 915, but for the vast
majority of retirees, Worksheet 1 is the
correct starting point.

STEP-BY-STEP WALKTHROUGH
OF IRS PUBLICATION 915
WORKSHEET 1

To make the process easier, let us walk
t h r o u g h  t h e  k e y  l i n e s  o f  I R S
Publication 915 Worksheet  1.  Each
line builds on the previous one, so it is
important to follow the order carefully.
The  worksheet  is  divided  into  several
sections,  but  the  core  calculation
revolves  around  determining  your
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combined  income.

Step 1:
Gathering Your
Income
Information
Before you begin the worksheet, you will
need the following documents handy:

Form SSA-1099 (Social Security
Benefit Statement) showing the
total Social Security benefits you
received
Form RRB-1099 (if you receive
railroad retirement benefits)

Your federal tax return, including
Form 1040, 1040-SR, or 1040-NR
Records of any tax-exempt
interest income you earned during
the year

The worksheet begins by asking for the
total  amount  of  Social  Security  benefits
you received.  This  number is  found in
Box 5 of your SSA-1099. It is important
to note that this is the total benefits paid
to you, not necessarily the amount you
actually  kept.  Medicare  premiums,  for
example,  are  often  deducted  directly
from benefits, but the full amount before
deductions  is  what  appears  on  your
SSA-1099.
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Step 2:
Calculating Your
Combined

Income
The  heart  of  IRS  Publication  915
Worksheet 1 is the calculation of what
the  IRS  calls  "combined  income."
Combined  income  is  defined  as:

Your adjusted gross income (AGI)1.
from your tax return
Plus any nontaxable interest2.
income (such as interest from
municipal bonds)
Plus one-half of your Social3.

Security benefits

This  combined  income  figure  is  then
compared to base amounts set by the
IRS.  For  most  taxpayers,  the  base
amounts  are:

$25,000 for single filers, head of
household, or qualifying widow(er)
$32,000 for married couples filing
jointly
$0 for married couples filing
separately who lived together at
any time during the year

If  your  combined income is  below the
base  amount,  none  of  your  Social
Security  benefits  are  taxable.  If  it
exceeds  the  base  amount,  a  portion
becomes  taxable,  and  the  worksheet
guides you through calculating just how
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much.

Step 3:
Determining the
Taxable Portion
Once you have your combined income,
the  worksheet  provides  a  formula  to
calculate  the  exact  amount  of  benefits
that  must  be included in  your  taxable
income.  The  formula  varies  depending
on whether your combined income falls
into the lower or higher range. For single
filers, for example:

If your combined income is
between $25,000 and $34,000, up
to 50% of your benefits may be

taxable
If your combined income exceeds
$34,000, up to 85% of your
benefits may be taxable

For  married  couples  filing  jointly,  the
thresholds  are  $32,000  and  $44,000,
respectively.  The  worksheet  includes
specific  instructions  for  calculating  the
exact amount using a tiered approach,
ensuring  you  do  not  overstate  the
taxable  portion.

Step 4:
Recording Your
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Results
The  final  line  of  IRS  Publication  915
Worksheet 1 gives you the amount you
must  enter  on  your  tax  return  as  the
taxable portion of  your  Social  Security
benefits. This number is then transferred
to the appropriate line on Form 1040 or
Form 1040-SR.  It  is  critical  to  keep  a
copy of  the completed worksheet  with
your tax records in case the IRS requests
it later.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID
WHEN USING WORKSHEET 1

Even  though  IRS  Publication  915
Worksheet  1  i s  des igned  to  be
straightforward,  mistakes are common.
Here are some pitfalls to watch out for:

Using the Wrong
Base Amount
One of the most frequent errors is using
the  wrong  base  amount  for  your  filing
status. If you are married and file a joint
return, your base amount is $32,000, not
$25,000. Conversely, if you are married
filing  separately  and  lived  with  your
spouse at any time during the year, your
base amount is $0, meaning a portion of
your  benefits  will  almost  certainly  be
taxable.

Forgetting to
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Include
Nontaxable

Interest
Many taxpayers assume that nontaxable
interest  does not  need to  be reported
anywhere,  but  for  the  purposes  of
calculating  combined  income  on  IRS
Publication 915 Worksheet 1, it must
be  included.  Interest  from  municipal
bonds  is  a  common  example.  Even
though it is not subject to federal income
tax, it still counts toward your combined
income and can push you into a higher
taxable bracket for your Social Security
benefits.

Misreading the
SSA-1099
Box 5 of the SSA-1099 shows the total
benefits paid, but Box 3 and Box 4 show
Medicare  premium  deductions.  Some
people mistakenly use the net amount
instead  of  the  gross  amount.  The
worksheet  requires  the  gross  amount
from Box 5.

Skipping the
Worksheet
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Entirely
Tax preparation software often handles
this calculation automatically, but if you
are filing by hand,  it  is  tempting to  skip
the  worksheet  and  guess.  Guessing
almost  always  leads  to  errors.  Always
use the worksheet to be precise.

WHO SHOULD USE A DIFFERENT
WORKSHEET?

While IRS Publication 915 Worksheet
1  works  for  most  people,  there  are
situations  where  you  must  use  a
different  worksheet  or  a  more  complex
calculation.  You  may  need  to  use
Worksheet  2  or  Worksheet  3  if:

You have received a lump-sum

payment of Social Security
benefits for a prior year
You have excluded income from
foreign sources or certain
possessions
You are repaying benefits that you
received in a prior year
Your filing status is Married Filing
Separately and you lived apart
from your spouse for the entire
year

If any of these apply to you, refer to the
instructions  in  Publication  915  for
guidance  on  which  worksheet  to  use.
Using the wrong worksheet can result in
an incorrect tax calculation.

HOW TAX PREPARATION



10

10 Irs Publication 915 Worksheet 1 2026-03-16

SOFTWARE HANDLES
WORKSHEET 1

Most modern tax preparation software,
including  popular  platforms  l ike
TurboTax,  H&R  Block,  and  TaxSlayer,
incorporate  IRS  Publication  915
Worksheet  1  into  their  interview
process. When you enter your SSA-1099
information,  the software automatically
calculates  the  taxable  portion  of  your
benefits  using  the  same  logic  as  the
worksheet. However, it is still helpful to
understand the underlying calculation so
you  can  verify  that  the  software  is
working correctly, especially if you have
unusual income sources.
If  you use a tax professional, they will
typically complete the worksheet as part
of your return preparation. You can ask

them to walk you through it if you want
to  understand  how  your  taxable  benefit
amount was determined.

PLANNING AHEAD TO MINIMIZE
TAXES ON BENEFITS

Understanding  IRS  Publication  915
Worksheet  1  is  not  just  about  filing
your current return; it is also a powerful
tool  for  tax planning.  By knowing how
combined income is calculated, you can
make strategic  decisions  to  keep your
benefits  from  becoming  taxable  or  to
reduce the taxable portion. Here are a
few strategies:



Irs Publication 915 Worksheet 1 11

11

Manage Your
Withdrawals
If you have retirement accounts such as
IRAs  or  401(k)s,  the  amount  you
withdraw in a given year directly affects
your adjusted gross income. By carefully
timing  your  withdrawals  or  spreading
them out over several years, you may be
able  to  keep  your  combined  income
below the base amount.

Consider Roth

Accounts
Qualified  distributions  from  Roth  IRAs
are not included in your adjusted gross
income  and  do  not  count  toward
combined  income.  If  you  have  Roth
savings,  using  those  funds  instead  of
t radi t ional  ret i rement  account
withdrawals can help you stay under the
threshold.

Delay Benefits
Delaying the start of your Social Security
benefits not only increases your monthly
benefit amount but also gives you more
time  to  manage  your  other  income
sources. If  you work part-time or have
investment  income,  delaying  benefits
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can  help  you  control  your  combined
income in any given year.

Watch Your Tax-
Exempt Interest
While tax-exempt interest is not subject
to  income  tax,  it  does  count  toward
combined  income  for  the  purposes  of
IRS Publication 915 Worksheet 1. If
you hold municipal bonds, be aware that
the interest can push you into a higher
taxable  range  for  your  Social  Security
benefits.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
ABOUT IRS PUBLICATION 915

WORKSHEET 1

Do I need to file
a tax return if my
only income is
Social Security?
If Social Security is your only source of
income and you have no other income or
tax-exempt  interest,  you  likely  do  not
need to file a tax return. However, if you
have  even  a  small  amount  of  other
income,  you  may  need  to  use  IRS
Publication  915  Worksheet  1  to
check  whether  your  benefits  become
taxable.
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What if I made
estimated tax
payments or had
tax withheld
from my
benefits?
The  worksheet  calculates  the  gross
taxable  amount  of  your  benefits.  If  you
had  taxes  withheld  from  your  Social
Security  payments  (Box  6  of  the
SSA-1099),  that  amount  is  credited

toward your overall tax liability on your
return,  but  it  does  not  affect  the
worksheet  calculation  itself.

Can I use a
previous year's
worksheet for
the current year?
The IRS updates Publication 915 and the
worksheets periodically, sometimes with
minor  changes  to  the  thresholds  or
instructions.  Always use the version of
the worksheet that  corresponds to the
tax  year  you  are  filing.  The  current
version is available on the IRS website at
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irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/p915.pdf.

Does the
worksheet apply

to disability
benefits?
Yes, Social Security Disability Insurance
(SSDI)  benefits  are  treated  the  same as
retirement benefits for tax purposes


