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A Framework for Repeatable Tax 
Planning

A disciplined process for turning facts, authority, professional judgment, 
implementation, and outcomes into a planning record that can be explained, 
verified, and revisited.

Owen S. Arnoff, EA, NTPI Fellow   •   OwenArnoff.com

CENTRAL IDEA

The objective is not to produce more strategies. It is to produce better 
decisions that can be explained, implemented, verified, and revisited.

Professional-use material. Verify current authority, deadlines, and taxpayer-specific facts before relying on any strategy.
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Executive perspective
Tax preparation and tax planning use many of the same facts, but they ask different questions. Preparation 
asks what happened and how the law applies to completed transactions. Planning asks what may happen 
next, which facts remain uncertain, what alternatives are available, what each alternative changes elsewhere 
in the taxpayer’s financial picture, and whether the expected benefit is worth the cost and complexity of 
implementation.

That distinction matters because a technically valid idea can still be poor planning. A strategy may reduce 
one tax while increasing another, create payroll or administrative obligations, complicate financing, accelerate 
Medicare surcharges, consume retirement-plan capacity, create state-tax exposure, interfere with business 
objectives, or fail because nobody completed the required steps. The practitioner therefore needs a 
repeatable process that is broader than a tax calculation.

The framework used throughout this paper is: Identify → Verify → Analyze → Recommend → Implement → 
Confirm → Measure → Remediate → Revisit. It is intentionally cyclical. The final step of one planning 
engagement becomes the factual starting point for the next.

1. Identify: find the planning trigger before selecting the strategy
A planning trigger tells the practitioner where to investigate. It does not tell the practitioner what to 
recommend. Triggers may arise from a tax return, source document, client conversation, business 
transaction, change in law, new financing, planned relocation, retirement transition, estate event, acquisition 
or sale, charitable objective, payroll issue, or a prior recommendation that was never completed.

Examples include a Schedule C with sustained profit, a shareholder taking large S corporation distributions 
with very low wages, a taxpayer approaching retirement with substantial pretax balances, appreciated 
property that may be sold, a household moving between states, a business owner buying a home soon after 
an entity conversion, a client with unused charitable intent, or a taxpayer whose prior-year return contains a 
carryforward that nobody has independently verified.

The discipline at this stage is to write the planning question before writing the answer. “Should this business 
elect S corporation status?” is a better starting point than “Form an S corporation.” “What level and timing of 
Roth conversion is supportable within this household’s tax, Medicare, liquidity, survivor, and estate 
constraints?” is more useful than “Convert to Roth.”

2. Verify: separate verified facts from inherited information and 
assumptions
Planning quality depends on fact quality. A prior return, software carryforward, client label, broker summary, 
spreadsheet, or third-party report may be useful evidence, but it does not automatically establish the 
underlying tax characterization. Basis, ownership, material participation, compensation, residency, debt, 
holding period, entity status, prior elections, and account type are common examples of attributes that are 
repeatedly inherited from prior work without being re-examined.

A strong workpaper should distinguish at least three categories:

FACT STATUS

Verified facts are supported. Inherited information is carried forward but not re-
established. Assumptions are forward-looking or unresolved inputs. The distinction tells 
the practitioner what must be confirmed before implementation.
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This distinction is not bureaucratic. It tells the practitioner how much confidence to place in the conclusion 
and what must be resolved before implementation. Circular 230’s diligence standard reinforces the 
importance of accuracy in representations made to the Treasury Department and to clients. The IRS Office of 
Professional Responsibility also encourages practitioners to maintain operating standards, communicate 
significant aspects of the engagement, and preserve records of work performed.

 Verified facts: supported by source documents, authoritative records, direct confirmation, or other 
evidence the practitioner considers sufficient.

 Inherited information: carried from prior returns, software, another professional, or historical files but not 
independently re-established for the current analysis.

 Assumptions: forward-looking estimates or unresolved facts used to model a possible outcome.

3. Establish the authority hierarchy
The planning file should identify the authority that controls the material tax treatment. Statutes, regulations, 
court decisions, administrative guidance, form instructions, publications, and secondary commentary do not 
carry identical weight. A search result, software note, article, webinar, or AI-generated explanation can be 
useful for issue spotting, but the practitioner should trace a material conclusion back to controlling or 
appropriately persuasive authority.

This does not mean every routine recommendation requires a research memorandum. It means the level of 
documentation should be proportional to the materiality, uncertainty, novelty, and risk of the issue. The more 
a conclusion depends on a disputed characterization, unusual facts, a deadline-sensitive election, or an 
aggressive reading, the stronger the authority record should be.

4. Analyze: compare the whole economic picture, not one tax line
Planning analysis should calculate the tax effect, but it should not stop there. A useful concept is Net 
Economic Benefit: the expected tax benefit after considering the costs, offsets, friction, and risks created by 
the strategy.

Depending on the issue, the analysis may include:

NET ECONOMIC BENEFIT

The expected tax benefit after considering costs, offsets, friction, risks, and the taxpayer’s 
capacity to implement the strategy.

A strategy that saves $12,000 of federal tax but costs $4,000 annually to maintain, reduces retirement-plan 
flexibility, complicates a near-term mortgage, and creates a state filing obligation may still be worthwhile—but 
the recommendation should be based on the complete picture, not the gross tax savings headline.
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 federal income tax and employment tax
 state and local tax, including residency and source rules
 qualified business income consequences
 retirement-plan contribution capacity and benefit calculations
 Medicare IRMAA and other income-sensitive thresholds
 premium tax credits or other credits
 professional fees and recurring compliance costs
 payroll, bookkeeping, legal, registration, valuation, or banking requirements
 financing and underwriting consequences
 cash-flow timing and estimated-tax requirements
 future exit or liquidation consequences
 survivor, estate, and beneficiary effects
 implementation risk and the taxpayer’s actual capacity to follow through.

5. Model alternatives, including no change
Professional judgment is easier to defend when the file shows what was compared. At minimum, most 
planning analyses should include the current path or “no change” scenario and one or more realistic 
alternatives. The practitioner should document material assumptions that cause one alternative to outperform 
another.

This is particularly important when a strategy is sensitive to income, age, state residence, business 
profitability, compensation, interest rates, market values, or future law. In those cases, a range is often more 
honest than a single point estimate. A conclusion can be deliberately bounded: “This option appears 
favorable if net business income remains above approximately X and reasonable compensation remains 
within the modeled range; re-evaluate if either condition materially changes.”

6. Recommend: state a bounded conclusion rather than a slogan
A good recommendation tells the reader what to do, why, what facts support it, what assumptions remain, 
and what would change the answer. It may also state that no change is warranted.

A bounded recommendation generally includes:

This style preserves professional judgment. It avoids presenting a planning rule as universally correct when 
the actual conclusion depends on taxpayer-specific facts.

 the verified facts that control the conclusion
 the authority or tax principle relied upon
 the alternatives considered
 the expected economic effect
 the material risks or limitations
 the actions required and their deadlines
 the circumstances that trigger re-analysis.
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“A good recommendation tells the reader what to do, why, 
what facts support it, what assumptions remain, and what 

would change the answer.”

7. Implement: convert the recommendation into an action ledger
A recommendation is not an implementation plan. Every material step should have an owner, due date, 
prerequisite, and evidence of completion. The required actions may involve the practitioner, taxpayer, payroll 
provider, attorney, investment custodian, plan administrator, lender, state agency, charity, appraiser, or 
another professional.

For example, an S corporation recommendation may require an entity filing, S election, payroll registration, 
payroll commencement, accountable-plan documentation, retirement-plan coordination, bookkeeping 
changes, state registrations, estimated-tax changes, and confirmation that shareholder health insurance is 
reported properly. A Roth conversion may require account verification, basis review, RMD completion where 
applicable, conversion execution, withholding or estimated-tax adjustments, and later Form 8606 
reconciliation.

The more professionals involved, the less safe it is to rely on “the client will take care of it.” The file should 
identify who is responsible for each step and how the practitioner will know it was completed.

8. Confirm: evidence beats assumption
Confirmation is the bridge between advice and reality. A sent email is evidence that instructions were 
delivered; it is not evidence that the transaction occurred. Confirmation may include an accepted election, 
state registration, payroll report, contribution receipt, custodian statement, executed agreement, recorded 
deed, valuation, amended plan document, charitable acknowledgment, or other objective record.

This is also where the practitioner can detect implementation drift. The taxpayer may have completed a 
transaction on a different date, for a different amount, through a different account, or in a way that changes 
the tax treatment. The file should reflect what actually happened, not what was originally planned.

9. Measure: projected savings are not realized savings
Planning software naturally produces projections. Those projections are useful, but they should not be 
confused with realized results. When a recommendation is material, compare the projected scenario with the 
implemented scenario and the actual tax outcome.

The variance may come from changed income, market performance, law changes, partial implementation, a 
missed deadline, a revised business decision, or an incorrect assumption. Measuring the variance turns a 
planning file into a learning system. It also prevents a firm from repeatedly claiming the same projected 
benefit without verifying whether the taxpayer ever received it.
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10. Remediate: treat failure as a new planning trigger
Implementation failures are not always final. A missed election, payroll error, excess contribution, late filing, 
incorrect withholding, basis error, state registration problem, or defective transaction may have a correction 
procedure, amended filing path, reasonable-cause relief, administrative appeal, statutory exception, plan 
correction program, or other remedy.

Remediation should therefore be cross-cutting rather than relegated to the end of the process. When a 
problem is found, the practitioner should ask: What relief is available? What is the deadline? What evidence 
is required? What does the correction cost? Does the original strategy still make sense after remediation?

11. Revisit: planning is a continuing process
The annual review should not restart from zero. It should begin with the prior planning record: what was 
recommended, what was implemented, what was not, what changed, what assumptions proved wrong, and 
what remains open.

Some matters warrant an explicit review date: reasonable compensation, retirement distributions, estimated 
taxes, entity economics, charitable plans, state residency, basis, succession, large carryforwards, and any 
recommendation that depends on a threshold or sunset provision. Other matters should be event-driven: 
sale, acquisition, marriage, divorce, death, relocation, financing, retirement, benefit election, or a material 
change in profitability.

Worked example: Schedule C to S corporation analysis
Assume a consultant has operated as a sole proprietor for years and now earns approximately $180,000 
before retirement contributions and health insurance. A quick strategy screen identifies the potential payroll-
tax benefit of an S election. A repeatable planning process goes further.

Identify: sustained profitability creates the trigger. Verify: confirm the income history, service mix, ownership, 
state registrations, retirement plan, health insurance, financing plans, and whether all revenue is truly earned 
by the owner’s services. Analyze: model sole-proprietor treatment against S corporation treatment using a 
supportable compensation range, payroll costs, state fees, retirement-plan effects, QBI consequences, 
bookkeeping cost, and expected duration. Recommend: conclude only if the expected net benefit remains 
meaningful after those costs and constraints. Implement: assign entity, election, payroll, banking, accounting, 
plan, and state tasks. Confirm: obtain accepted filings and payroll evidence. Measure: compare the projected 
result with the first full year. Revisit: update compensation and economics annually.

The value of the process is not that it always produces an S corporation. The value is that it produces a 
supportable conclusion and a record that can be understood a year later.
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What belongs in the practitioner file

PRACTITIONER FILE

 planning trigger and issue statement
 verified facts, inherited information, and assumptions
 material source documents
 authority relied upon
 alternatives and calculations
 bounded recommendation and limitations
 implementation action ledger
 evidence of completion
 actual-versus-projected result where material
 open items, remediation, and next review date.

Governance: distinguish the planning record from the client decision

The practitioner should preserve a distinction between analysis, recommendation, and taxpayer choice. A 
taxpayer may decline a sound recommendation because of liquidity, risk tolerance, family concerns, 
financing, administrative burden, or priorities that are not visible in the tax model. That does not make the 
analysis unsuccessful. The file should show that the practitioner identified the material considerations and 
that the taxpayer made an informed decision.

This distinction is especially important when the practitioner also provides investment, insurance, accounting, 
or other services. The planning record should make clear which conclusion arises from tax analysis, which 
implementation is performed by another professional, and which decisions belong to the taxpayer. Good 
planning governance reduces the temptation to turn every planning trigger into a transaction.

Materiality and proportionality

Not every issue deserves the same amount of process. A $300 timing difference does not require the 
workpaper infrastructure of a $2 million business sale. The framework should scale with materiality, 
uncertainty, reversibility, deadline sensitivity, and the number of outside parties involved.

A useful triage question is: if this conclusion is wrong or implementation fails, what is the plausible cost? A 
high-cost, irreversible, or deadline-sensitive issue warrants stronger verification, authority research, scenario 
modeling, and confirmation. A routine, low-risk decision can be handled more simply while preserving the 
same conceptual sequence.

Technology should preserve judgment, not replace it

Software can identify triggers, organize documents, calculate alternatives, surface authority, and track 
implementation. It can also create false confidence when inherited data are treated as verified facts or when 
a model produces a precise output from uncertain inputs. A mature planning system should expose 
assumptions and conflicts rather than silently resolving them.

The practitioner remains responsible for the conclusion. Technology should increase the field of vision and 
reduce clerical friction; it should not convert a probabilistic, facts-and-circumstances issue into an 
unexplained score. The system should preserve enough provenance that another practitioner can later 
understand where a fact came from and why the recommendation was made.
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Practice takeaway
The strongest tax-planning system is not the one with the largest strategy library. It is the one that repeatedly 
converts reliable facts into supportable decisions, converts decisions into completed actions, and preserves 
enough history to improve the next planning cycle. The return may close the prior year, but it can also open 
the next planning conversation.

Primary references and further reading

PROFESSIONAL-USE NOTICE

Educational and practitioner-use material only. Verify current authority, deadlines, and 
taxpayer-specific facts before relying on any strategy.

• IRS Office of Professional Responsibility and Circular 230

• IRS tax-professional frequently asked questions and best-practice guidance

https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/pcir230.pdf
https://www.irs.gov/tax-professionals
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