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Finding the Starting Point for Your Tax Questions

Taxing Research

hile cliché, most of us are fa
miliar with the quote attributed 
to Benjamin Franklin about the 
certainty of death and taxes.1 

And for legal researchers, that certainty 
means being prepared for tax research. We 
will not allow it to be the death of us!

Questions can range from the straight
forward to the convoluted and from the sim
ple to the complex, but inevitably, in one 
form or another, they will appear. We com
piled some favorite sources that have proven 
useful when faced with tax research; we 
share them with you here.

Most tax practitioners subscribe to a com
mercial research service having developed a 
preference for content, organization, or edi
torial expertise. Previous Libraries and Legal 
Research columns have discussed a topten 
list of online tax resources and littleknown 
websites for tax research.2 For those who 
don’t devote their practice to tax or deal 
with those issues only irregularly, the IRS 
website3 may be a starting point. It provides 
information, forms, and publications as well 
as the tax code, regulations, and guidance. 
Sometimes, the question is as simple as find
ing an IRS form as of a certain date. The site 
has an extensive archive of old tax forms 
and publications. Looking for an 1863 Form 
1040? It’s there.4 You can also search for 
private letter rulings and tax court rulings 
along with the tax code and regulations. 
Curious about tax litigation? The IRS Data-
book,5 published annually, includes a sec
tion from the chief counsel’s office with a 
look at litigation and workload in the previ
ous fiscal year.

If this is your first foray into tax research, 
you might find the guidance confusing. Many 
commercial purveyors of tax research ma
terials are eager to assist you in the use of 

their products. For example, Wolters Kluwer 
has developed helpful tutorials, including 
“Why my IRC beats your Rev Proc!,”6 which 
may help you understand the IRS materials 
you find. Research assistance may also be 
found in electronic research guides from 
academic law libraries’ websites. You can use 
your favorite search engine to access these 
materials; a suggested search term is “tax 
research guide.” While these guides are spe
cific to a certain library’s materials, they pro
vide an outline and description of sources 
that may be useful in identifying the basics 
for the uninitiated.

Tax research is considered a specialized 
area, and many fulllength books and arti
cles cover the subject. One of the most 
highly regarded series, BNA’s Tax Manage
ment Portfolios, provides research guidance 
with its Legal Authorities in U.S. Federal 
Tax Matters—Research and Interpretation.7 
Two oftcited articles also address IRS guid
ance, its precedential value, and reliabil
ity: “IRS Alphabet Soup: Practical and Prec
edential Value of AODs, IRBs, TAMs and 
Other Guidance”8 and “IRB Guidance: The 
No Man’s Land of Tax Code Interpretation.”9 
Another highly regarded source, Specialized 
Legal Research,10 offers a chapter on federal 
income taxation.

Sometimes, you’re not looking to per
form indepth research but seeking infor
mation about a particular code section. The 
IRS Code and Subject Matter Directory 11 
may be of assistance. It provides names and 
phone numbers of attorneys in the chief 
counsel’s office arranged by Internal Reve
nue Code section. The updated directory 
is made available to tax professionals by 
Tax Analysts.

State tax materials also deserve a men
tion. The Federation of Tax Administra
tors provides links to every state’s income 
tax forms12 and revenue or budget depart
ment’s13 financial reports. Michigan’s tax 

W

Questions can range from the straightforward 
to the convoluted and from the simple to the 
complex, but inevitably, in one form or another, 
they will appear.



51Libraries and Legal Research
September 2016         Michigan Bar Journal

forms are available from the Department of 
Treasury14 with individual income and fidu
ciary tax forms from 2007 to 2015.15 The Re
ports and Legal Resources tab16 provides 
access to Michigan’s guidance documents, 
including revenue administrative bulletins, 
internal policy directives, and letter rulings. 
Michigan Tax Lawyer, the publication of 
the State Bar’s Taxation Section, is available 
to section members via a login to the sec
tion library. The archive is publicly available 
with an embargo on current issues—avail
able one year after publication.17

The Michigan Tax Tribunal hears appeals 
for all Michigan taxes.18 Of interest to re
searchers are the decisions and docket links 
at this site. The Tax Docket Lookup allows 
searching by docket number, petitioner or 
respondent, and county. The results pro
vide docket listings with access to plead
ings documents. Decisions are presented 
by year and quarter published, and are of
ficially reported in the Michigan Tax Tribu-
nal Reporter.19 Decisions are also available 
in CCH’s Michigan State Tax Reporter. If 
tax policy matters are of interest, the Citi
zens Research Council of Michigan offers 
an annual tax outline as well as reports 
on particular tax issues, analysis of ballot
related and policy issues, and state budget 
matters. The Outline of the Michigan Tax 
System20 describes the 60 state and local 
taxes with legal citations as well as a sum
mary of tax legislation and tax collections 
in Michigan.

With so much information online, tax 
research need not be the death of us. How
ever, the complexities of the resources may 
require novices to examine explanatory doc
uments to understand the value of the in
formation. Since so much of tax research is 
either legislative or regulatory in nature, fa
miliarity with those processes as well as the 
role of guidance documents should lead you 
to success. n
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With so much information online, tax research 
need not be the death of us.
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