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How Long Should I Keep My Tax Records?
I f you are like most people, you have cardboard 

boxes or envelopes stored in your attic or 
basement with years of tax returns, receipts, 

Form 1099’s, W-2’s, and similar tax and personal 
documentation.  Every once in a while, you 
attempt a spring cleaning with the ultimate 
goal of simply making room for more current 
documents.  Retaining necessary documents is 
important for tax purposes and for your non-tax 
life, but they need not be retained forever. 

When you have completed your current year tax 
return, you should put all of your tax important 
documents in one place and store them for the 
requisite period of time.  This policy applies with 
respect to both paper and electronic records. But 
just how long should documents be retained, and 
what documents can be discarded?  In general, 
you must retain your personal and tax records as 
long as they may be needed for the administration 
of any provision of the Internal Revenue Code, 
or of any State tax jurisdictions in which you f ile 
tax returns.  This means you must retain records 
that support items shown on your return, at least 
until such time as the applicable government 
agencies can no longer audit your return.  This 
audit exposure period is known as “ the statute of 
limitations”.  This period is also the time during 
which you can amend your return for a credit or 
refund.

Generally, the statute of limitations is three (3) 
years from the date of f iling the tax return.  If you 
f ile your tax return early, the three years runs from 
the original due date or the extended due date, if 
an extension was requested.  If you have omitted 
income greater than 25% of your gross income 
as shown on your return, the statute is extended 
to six (6) years.  If you have f iled a fraudulent 
return, or did not f ile a return, there is no statute 
of limitations, meaning that the IRS or State taxing 
agencies can audit and assess tax without a time 
limit.  So documents should be retained for the 
applicable period of time in which the IRS or State 
government can audit you, or for the entire period 
in which you can f ile an amended return.

Below is a suggested document retention schedule 
for selected items.  This list applies specif ically 
to individuals, as corporate requirements are 
somewhat dif ferent.  Before disposing of any 
documents, whether annual or permanent, paper 
or electronic, you must consult with your own 
personal tax advisor.

Personal records to keep forever:

Legal records, important correspondence, income 
tax returns, evidence of income tax payments, 
investments/security trade confirmations, 
retirement and pension records, home acquisition 
documentation and improvement records.

Personal documents to keep for six years:

All supporting documents for your tax returns, 
medical bills if deducted for taxes, all property tax, 
mortgage records and improvement receipts (unless 
added to cost basis), all evidences of income and 
expense items reported on your returns.

Personal documents to keep for three years:

Medical bills if there is a dispute, utility records, 
expired insurance policies, credit card statements, 
bank statements, paycheck stubs, canceled checks 
(not otherwise related to taxes), monthly and quarterly 
mutual fund and retirement contribution statements 
(retain year end statements permanently).

If you have a Schedule C trade or business or 
Schedule E activity such as rental real estate, 
similar documentation rules apply.  Be certain not 
to dispose of documents that you may need for 
calculating gain or loss for tax purposes upon sale 
or transfer at any future date.

While there are no requirements as to the method 
in which one keeps their tax returns and supporting 
documentation, being organized helps you prepare 
your return efficiently, and facilitates finding 
documents when you need them.  You can refer 

to several IRS Publications and widely available 
tax handbooks and treatises for more information 
on document retention.  If you use an independent 
tax preparer, it is important to check with them to 
determine their record retention policy and how 
they will assist you in the event of an audit.  If you 
change tax preparers, make sure you retrieve your 
documentation, whether it is in paper or electronic 
form.  If you prepare your returns, utilizing a widely 
available tax preparation software product, you 
may be able to store all of your information directly 
on the “Cloud” or safely in your computer.  If you do 
retain your documentation on your computer or in 
the “Cloud”, make sure it is password protected and 
otherwise secure from prying eyes.

I hope this information is useful as you do your 
“spring cleaning”.  If you dispose of unneeded 
records each year after your tax returns are 
completed and filed, you will reduce your paper 
and electronic f iles while insuring you have any 
documents and tax related evidence you might 
need.

This article provides generalized tax and financial 
information for educational purposes only.  It does 
not provide any personalized tax, investment, 
legal, or other business or professional advice.  
Before taking any action with respect to the 
matters addressed, you should seek assistance of 
a professional who is familiar with your particular 
situation.  The author and publisher accept no 
responsibility for any actions taken, or not taken, 
by any reader of this article
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