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QUICK CHECKLIST

Spouse Debt
Refund Check

If your spouse owes taxes or another
government debt, you may be worried
that your refund will disappear. This
quick guide helps you sort whether
the issue may be a refund offset, joint
return liability, or a spouse relief
question that needs professional
review.

DR. FRIDAY, EA

TAX YEAR & ADVICE NOTICE

Tax laws and IRS guidance can change and may differ by tax year. This guide provides general educational
information, not personalized tax advice. Confirm the rules and deadlines for the tax year of your return, and consult a
qualified tax professional about your situation.
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Spouse debt refund check graphic

Educational Disclaimer
This resource is for general educational purposes only and is not personalized tax advice. Tax situations
vary. Before acting on information in this guide, consult a qualified tax professional about your specific facts
and circumstances.

The Short Answer
A spouse's debt does not automatically mean you personally owe that debt. But if you file jointly, a refund
may be reduced or taken for certain debts, and a joint return can create shared liability for tax owed on that
return.

Key Takeaway: The first question is whether the problem is a refund offset, a joint return tax issue, or
both.

Educational only. Check rules for your return's tax year.
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Quick Check Before Filing Jointly

Question Why It Matters First Step

Does your spouse owe taxes,
child support, student loans, or
state debt?

A joint refund may be offset for certain
debts.

Save any debt or offset notices.

Did the debt exist before the
marriage?

Premarital debt may still affect a joint
refund.

Ask whether injured spouse relief may
apply.

Will most of the refund come
from your wages or withholding?

Your share of the refund may need to
be separated.

Gather W-2s and withholding records.

Did you sign a joint return for the
year with the tax problem?

Joint returns may create shared tax
liability.

Ask whether innocent spouse relief
may apply.

Was there income or a deduction
you did not know about?

Hidden income or incorrect deductions
may change the relief path.

Gather the return and IRS notice.

Educational only. Check rules for your return's tax year.
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Know the Difference

Issue Usually Means Possible Form or Relief Path

Refund offset A joint refund was taken for one
spouse's separate debt.

Form 8379, Injured Spouse Allocation

Joint return tax error The IRS says tax is owed because of
something on a joint return.

Form 8857, Request for Innocent
Spouse Relief

Divorce or separation A former spouse was assigned
responsibility, but IRS collection
continues.

IRC §6015(c) may be relevant

Unfair collection The facts make it unfair to hold one
spouse responsible.

IRC §6015(f) may be relevant

Watch Out: A divorce decree or private agreement does not automatically stop the IRS from trying to
collect a joint tax debt.

What to Gather First
IRS notices or refund offset letters.

A copy of the joint tax return involved.

W-2s, 1099s, and withholding records for both spouses, if available.

Records showing whose income created the refund.

Divorce decree or separation paperwork, if applicable.

Child support, student loan, state debt, or federal agency debt notices.

Notes about what you knew when the return was signed.

Educational only. Check rules for your return's tax year.
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Mistakes to Avoid
• Assuming you owe every debt your spouse owes.

• Filing jointly without checking refund offset risk.

• Throwing away IRS offset notices.

• Confusing injured spouse relief with innocent spouse relief.

• Assuming a divorce decree controls what the IRS can collect.

• Waiting until a refund is already taken to ask questions.

When to Call Dr. Friday
Call Dr. Friday's office if:

• You are worried a joint refund may be taken for your spouse's debt.

• Your refund was already reduced or offset.

• The IRS says you owe tax from a joint return.

• You are divorced or separated and still getting IRS notices.

• You are unsure whether Form 8379 or Form 8857 is the right path.

• Abuse, financial control, or lack of access to records affected your ability to understand the return.

Final Takeaway
A spouse tax debt question is not one-size-fits-all. Start by identifying whether the issue is an offset, a joint
return problem, or both, then gather the records before choosing a relief path.

Educational only. Check rules for your return's tax year.
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Ready for the Full Spouse Tax Relief
Workbook?
This free check helps you tell whether the issue may be an offset, a joint return liability problem, or both.
The paid guide is for taxpayers who need to sort the relief path and gather records before asking for help.

Continue with the paid Spouse Tax Liability Relief Guide. It turns this quick check into a practical
workbook with relief-path examples, Form 8379 and Form 8857 decision guidance, a prep tracker, and a
document list to organize before calling Dr. Friday's office.

Explore the companion workbook

drfriday.com/resources/spouse-tax-debt/#workbook

Educational only. Check rules for your return's tax year.
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