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Qualifying Child of More Than One Person
Tiebreaker Rules
If the child meets the conditions to be the qualifying child of more than one person, only one person can claim the child 
as a qualifying child dependent for all tax benefits associated with an exemption unless the special rule for children of 
divorced or separated parents applies1. 

• Credit for other dependents     • Child Tax Credit
• Head of Household      • Earned Income Credit
• Credit for Child and Dependent Care Expenses • Exclusion from income for Dependent Care Benefits

No other person can take any of the six tax benefits listed above unless he or she has a different qualifying 
child. To determine which person can treat the child as a qualifying child to claim these six tax benefits, the 
following tiebreaker rules apply. Subject to these tiebreaker rules, the taxpayer and the other person may be 
able to choose which person claims the child as a qualifying child.

If only one of the persons is the child’s parent, the child is treated as the qualifying child of the parent.

If the parents file a joint return together and can claim the child as a qualifying child, the child is treated as the  
qualifying child of the parents.

If the parents don’t file a joint return together but both parents claim the child as a qualifying child, the IRS will treat the 
child as the qualifying child of the parent with whom the child lived for the longer period of time during the year. If the 
child lived with each parent for the same amount of time, the IRS will treat the child as the qualifying child of the parent 
who had the higher adjusted gross income (AGI) for the year.

If no parent can claim the child as a qualifying child, the child is treated as the qualifying child of the person who had the 
highest AGI for the year.

If a parent can claim the child as a qualifying child but no parent claims the child, the child is treated as the qualifying 
child of the person who had the highest AGI for the year, but only if that person’s AGI is higher than the highest AGI of 
any of the child’s parents who can claim the child. If the child’s parents file a joint return with each other, this rule can be 
applied by dividing the parents’ combined AGI equally between the parents.

Example: Your daughter meets the conditions to be a qualifying child for both you and your mother. Under the rules 
above, you are entitled to treat your daughter as a qualifying child for all of the six tax benefits listed above for which 
you otherwise qualify. Your mother isn’t entitled to take any of the six tax benefits listed above unless she has a different 
qualifying child. However, if your mother’s AGI is higher than yours, you can let your mother treat your daughter as her 
qualifying child. If you do that, your daughter isn’t your qualifying child for any of the six benefits.
For more details and examples, see Publication 17 and Publication 501, Exemptions, Standard Deduction, and Filing 
Information.

Footnote
1  When the special rule for children of divorced or separated parents applies (see Table 3, later in this tab) and the noncustodial parent claims the child 

as a dependent, the noncustodial parent may also claim the child tax credit and any educational benefit, if all other rules are met. The custodial parent 
should enter the child as a nondependent in the software (see software entries in Tab B, Starting a Return and Filing Status), because they may be 
eligible for the EIC, Child and Dependent Care Credit, Exclusion from income for Dependent Care Benefits and Head of Household filing status.




