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UNDERSTANDING THE IMPORTANCE OF A TAX IDENTIFICATION NUMBER

If  you  have  ever  filed  a  tax  return,  opened a  bank  account,  or  started  a  new job,  you  have  likely
encountered the term "tax identification number." This unique string of numbers is essentially your
financial fingerprint in the eyes of government agencies. Whether you are an individual taxpayer, a
business owner, or a foreign national working in the United States, knowing how to get a tax ID
number is a critical step for complying with tax laws and accessing essential services. Without it,
you cannot legally earn income, hire employees, or even open certain types of bank accounts. In this
comprehensive guide, we will walk you through everything you need to know about obtaining a tax
ID number, the different types available, and the specific steps required for each situation.
The  confusion  often  begins  because  the  term  "tax  ID  number"  can  refer  to  several  different
identifiers. For individuals, the most common is the Social Security Number (SSN). For businesses, it
is  the  Employer  Identification  Number  (EIN).  And  for  foreign  nationals  who  are  not  eligible  for  an
SSN, the Individual Taxpayer Identification Number (ITIN) fills the gap. Each serves a similar purpose
—  tracking  tax  obligations  —  but  the  application  processes  vary  significantly.  No  matter  which
category you fall into, understanding the nuances of how to get a tax ID number will save you
time, money, and potential legal headaches later on.

WHAT EXACTLY IS A TAX ID NUMBER?

A tax identification number is  a nine-digit  number issued by the Internal  Revenue Service (IRS)  or
the Social Security Administration (SSA). It is used to identify individuals, businesses, and other
entities for tax reporting purposes. The IRS uses this number to process tax returns, issue refunds,
and enforce tax laws. While the concept sounds simple, there are three main types of tax IDs, and
each has its own eligibility requirements.

1. Social Security Number (SSN)
The SSN is the most widely used tax ID in the United States. It is issued to U.S. citizens, permanent
residents, and certain temporary residents who are authorized to work. You typically receive an SSN
shortly after birth or upon obtaining lawful permanent residency. If you are a U.S. citizen or a legal
resident with work authorization, you already have this number. However, if you need a replacement
card or a new number for a child, you must apply through the Social Security Administration.

2. Employer Identification Number (EIN)
An EIN is a nine-digit number (formatted as XX-XXXXXXX) assigned to businesses, nonprofits, trusts,
estates, and other entities. Even if you are a sole proprietor, you may want an EIN to separate your
personal  and  business  finances.  Banks  often  require  an  EIN  to  open  a  business  account,  and  you
must  have  one  if  you  plan  to  hire  employees.  The  EIN  is  sometimes  called  a  Federal  Tax
Identification Number, and learning how to get a tax ID number for your business typically means
applying for an EIN.

3. Individual Taxpayer Identification
Number (ITIN)
ITINs are designed for individuals who are required to file a U.S. tax return but are not eligible for an
SSN. This includes foreign nationals, undocumented immigrants, and dependents of U.S. taxpayers
who live abroad. The ITIN is a nine-digit number starting with the digit 9 and is used solely for tax
purposes. It does not authorize work or provide eligibility for Social Security benefits. Many people
ask how to get a tax ID number  when they are non-residents, and the answer often points
directly to the ITIN application process.

STEP-BY-STEP: HOW TO GET A TAX ID NUMBER AS AN INDIVIDUAL (SSN)

For the majority of U.S. citizens and permanent residents, obtaining a Social Security Number is
straightforward. If you are a newborn, the hospital typically handles the application. For adults who
have never had an SSN or need a replacement, you must visit a Social Security Administration office.
Here is the process:

Gather Required Documents: You need original documents proving your identity, age, and1.
citizenship or lawful presence. Acceptable documents include a U.S. passport, birth certificate,
or permanent resident card.
Complete Form SS-5: This is the official application for a Social Security card. You can2.
download it from the SSA website or pick one up at a local office.
Submit Your Application: Take your completed Form SS-5 and original documents to your3.
nearest SSA office. You cannot apply online for an original SSN; you must appear in person.
Wait for Processing: The SSA usually processes applications within two to four weeks. You4.
will receive your Social Security card by mail.

Remember, your SSN is your tax ID number for most individual tax purposes. Once you have it, you
can file  taxes,  open bank accounts,  and apply  for  credit.  If  you lose  your  card,  you can request  a
replacement online through your my Social Security account, which makes how to get a tax ID
number replacement much simpler.

HOW TO GET A TAX ID NUMBER FOR YOUR BUSINESS (EIN)

If you own a business or plan to start one, obtaining an Employer Identification Number is often one
of your first administrative tasks. The good news is that applying for an EIN is free and can be done
entirely online. The IRS provides an online application system that issues your EIN immediately upon
completion. Here is how to proceed:

Determine Eligibility: You must have a valid taxpayer identification number (your SSN or1.
ITIN) to act as the responsible party. Your business must be located in the United States or its
territories.
Complete the Online Application: Visit the IRS website and navigate to the EIN Assistant.2.
Answer the questions about your business structure (sole proprietorship, partnership,

corporation, LLC, etc.), the reason for applying, and the principal activity.
Apply During Business Hours: The online application is available Monday through Friday, 73.
a.m. to 10 p.m. Eastern Time. If you apply outside these hours, you will need to use the fax or
mail method.
Receive Your EIN Immediately: After submitting the online form, you will receive your nine-4.
digit EIN on the screen. You can print the confirmation notice for your records.

Alternatively, you can apply by fax or mail using Form SS-4. The fax option typically takes four
business days, while mail can take up to six weeks. However, the online method is by far the fastest
way to achieve your goal when you are searching for how to get a tax ID number for a new
business. Remember that your EIN never expires and is used for federal tax purposes, state tax
filings, and business banking.

Special Considerations for Sole Proprietors
If you are a sole proprietor, you are not legally required to have an EIN. You can use your SSN for tax
reporting. However, many sole proprietors choose to get an EIN to protect their personal identity
and appear more professional. Additionally, if you hire employees or file excise tax returns, an EIN
becomes mandatory. The decision depends on your specific needs, but the steps for how to get a
tax ID number as a sole proprietor are identical to those for other businesses.

HOW TO GET A TAX ID NUMBER AS A NON-RESIDENT OR FOREIGN NATIONAL (ITIN)

For individuals who are not eligible for an SSN but still need to file a U.S. tax return, the ITIN is the
solution. The process is more involved than obtaining an SSN or EIN, but it is essential for complying
with U.S. tax laws. Many people ask how to get a tax ID number when they are living abroad but
have U.S. income, such as rental property or dividends. Here are the steps:

Complete Form W-7: This is the IRS Application for an Individual Taxpayer Identification1.
Number. You can download it from the IRS website.
Attach Your Tax Return: In most cases, you must submit your ITIN application together with2.
your federal tax return. There are limited exceptions, such as for non-resident aliens who are
not required to file but need an ITIN for other purposes.
Provide Original Documents: You must submit proof of identity and foreign status.3.
Acceptable documents include a passport, national identification card, U.S. driver's license, or
birth certificate. The IRS requires original documents or certified copies; photocopies are not
accepted.
Mail Your Application: Send your completed Form W-7, tax return, and supporting4.
documents to the IRS address listed in the instructions. You can also apply in person at an IRS
Taxpayer Assistance Center or through a Certified Acceptance Agent.
Wait for Processing: The IRS typically processes ITIN applications within seven weeks. Once5.
approved, you will receive a letter with your ITIN, which you can use for all future tax filings.

One important note: ITINs are not a substitute for work authorization. If you plan to work in the
United States, you must obtain an SSN instead. The ITIN is strictly for tax reporting and may also be
used to open certain bank accounts that require a tax ID number. Understanding the distinction is a
key part of finding how to get a tax ID number that matches your specific immigration status.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID WHEN APPLYING

Regardless of which type of tax ID you are applying for, there are pitfalls that can delay the process
or result in rejection. Avoid these common errors:

Submitting photocopies instead of originals. For ITIN applications, the IRS demands
original documents. Make sure you use a traceable mailing method if you are sending
originals.
Using an incorrect name. Your name must match your official identity documents exactly.
Even a missing middle initial can cause a mismatch.
Applying for the wrong type of tax ID. For example, if you are a foreign investor who does
not plan to work, do not apply for an SSN. Use the ITIN instead.
Missing application windows. The online EIN application has specific hours. Plan
accordingly to avoid delays.

By being thorough and double-checking your forms, you can streamline the process of figuring out
how to get a tax ID number without unnecessary setbacks.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT TAX ID NUMBERS

Can I use the same tax ID number for my
business and personal taxes?
If you are a sole proprietor, you can use your SSN for both personal and business taxes, but it is
often advisable to obtain a separate EIN for liability reasons. For partnerships, corporations, and
LLCs, the business must have its own EIN.

Is there a fee to get a tax ID number?
Applying for an SSN, EIN, or ITIN through official government channels is free. Beware of third-party
websites that charge fees for these applications. Always use the IRS or SSA website directly.

What if I lose my tax ID number?
If you lose your SSN card, you can request a replacement from the SSA. For an EIN, you can call the
IRS Business & Specialty Tax Line to retrieve your number. For an ITIN, you can file Form W-7 again
or call the IRS ITIN hotline for assistance.
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How long does it take to get a tax ID
number?
An EIN obtained online  is  instant.  An SSN replacement  card  takes  about  two weeks.  An ITIN
application takes up to seven weeks. Planning ahead is essential, especially if you need the number
by a tax deadline.

CONCLUSION

Understanding how to get a tax ID number is an essential life skill for anyone interacting with the
U.S. tax system. Whether you need an SSN for employment, an EIN for your startup, or an ITIN for
tax  compliance,  the  process  is  well-defined  and  free  if  you  go  through  the  proper  channels.  By
identifying your specific situation, gathering the correct documents, and following the step-by-step
instructions provided in this guide, you can obtain your tax ID number with confidence. Remember
that this number will stay with you for life in most cases, so treat it with care and keep it secure. If
you have any doubts, consult the IRS website or a qualified tax professional to ensure you are on the
right track. With the right approach,


