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SAFEs, or Simple Agreements for Future Equity,
which were introduced by Y-Combinator in 2013,
are a popular investment instrument in earlystage startup financings.1 Y-Combinator intended
for SAFEs to be a simple investment instrument
requiring minimum negotiation.2 However, from a
tax perspective, the treatment of SAFEs is not so
simple.
Background: Common SAFE Terms
Startups often perceive SAFEs as preferable
to (i) convertible debt, as SAFEs do not bear
interest or have maturity dates and convert only
in the event of an equity financing or company
sale, and (ii) at the earliest stages, a priced
equity round because they believe that SAFEs
minimize costs and complexity. Additionally,
some investors embrace SAFEs over convertible
debt because they desire equity upside rather
than debt-protection downside. While not the
focus of this article, and notwithstanding the
foregoing, startup companies should fully
understand the impact that SAFEs may have
on their cap table post-conversion. Savvy earlystage investors are generally aware of what their
post-conversion ownership of the company will
be after the SAFEs convert. Founders should
always do the post-conversion math at the time
that they issue the SAFEs to avoid surprises
months or even more than a year later, when the

conversion or liquidity event actually occurs.3
Perceptions and impact aside, the basic SAFE
terms are as follows: The investor pays a
purchase price for the SAFE. If there is an equity
financing following the purchase of the SAFE,
the company automatically issues the investor a
number of shares of preferred stock that varies
depending on the structure of the SAFE and its
conversion mechanics. SAFEs commonly have a
valuation cap and/or a discount and they convert
into equity at a price per share based on the
valuation cap and/or discount. For example, if
the SAFE contains a valuation cap, then there
is a cap on the conversion price (i.e., it cannot
be higher than the price per share based on
the valuation cap). If there is a discount, the
investor typically can choose whether to take
advantage of the better of the discount price or
the valuation cap price.
If there is a liquidity event before conversion
of the SAFE, the investor can often choose to
receive a cash payout equal to the purchase
price of the SAFE (reduced if there is not
enough cash to pay all investors in full) or
equity. If the company dissolves while the
SAFE is outstanding, the company will return
the investor’s purchase price (reduced where
the assets cannot support full repayment to
creditors and investors - presumably SAFEs
come after debt and ahead of equityholders,
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though this too may be an open issue). As a
result, SAFE holders appear largely in it for
the upside, as they will likely write off their
investment in the company in a down scenario
and will not have rights as a creditor.
While the terms of the SAFEs appear to make
clear that they are not debt instruments, the
correct tax treatment of a SAFE is an open issue
and is often a complexity of a SAFE overlooked
by investors and companies alike at the time of
sale. Depending on the terms of the SAFE and the
facts and circumstances relevant to its issuance,
a SAFE should be treated as either equity or a
variable prepaid forward contract from a U.S.
federal income tax perspective.
A SAFE Should Not Be Treated as Debt for Tax
Purposes
Classic debt instruments call for the payment
of principal at a fixed point in time and bear
interest at an arm’s-length rate. Classic equity
instruments, on the other hand, give the investor
the right to share in profits of the underlying
business but no right to withdraw the investment
made to acquire the instrument; rather, the
investment is subject to the risks of the business.
Many instruments bear indicia of both debt and
equity. For example, in certain circumstances,
convertible debt may be treated as equity for tax
purposes.4 However, it seems clear that a SAFE
should not be treated as debt for U.S. federal
income tax purposes. which is consistent with
Y-Combinator’s initial intent in creating the SAFE
as an alternative to convertible debt.5
In determining whether an instrument is debt or
equity for U.S. federal income tax purposes, a
number of factors are taken into consideration
by the IRS and the Tax Court. Specifically, factors
that have been considered include (1) whether

there is a fixed maturity date and schedule
of payments; (2) whether there are interest
payments, and if such interest payments are at
a fixed interest rate; (3) whether there is a right
to enforce payment of principal and interest; (4)
whether there is a contingency on the obligation
to repay; (5) whether there is subordination or
preference to debt of the company; (6) the debtto-equity ratio of the company; (7) whether the
instrument converts into equity of the company;
(8) the relationship between holdings of stock in
the company and holdings of the instrument in
question; (9) the names given to the instrument
(e.g., if the parties call the arrangement debt); and
(10) the intent of the parties.6 No single factor
is controlling or decisive in determining whether
an instrument is debt or equity for tax purposes;
however, the absence of a fixed maturity date for
the repayment of a sum certain often precludes
debt status for an instrument.7 A creditor’s return
is based on the time value of money, whereas an
equity holder profits from growth of the company.
Where an instrument gives the investor the right
to participate in the growth of the business, the
instrument may be treated as equity even if called
“debt." For example, the IRS has found convertible
debt to be treated as equity where the likelihood
of conversion of the debt into common stock was
very high.8
With respect to a SAFE, the investor lacks the
primary advantages of being a creditor. There
is no fixed maturity date, the investor lacks the
unconditional right to repayment of the purchase
price or interest, there are generally contingencies
on the right to any repayment on or conversion
of the instrument, and the investor would be
subordinated to any debt of the company.
Moreover, it is clear that the parties intend the
instrument to not constitute debt for tax and
nontax purposes.
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A SAFE Should Be Treated as a Derivative or
Equity for Tax Purposes
If a SAFE is not debt for tax purposes, then what
is it? Depending on the terms and circumstances
surrounding issuance of the SAFE, it seems likely
that a SAFE should be treated as either a prepaid
forward contract or a current equity grant. As
discussed further below, in most cases, the
usual treatment should be as a prepaid forward
contract.
SAFE as a Prepaid Forward Contract
A forward contract is an executory contract
pursuant to which the buyer agrees to purchase
from the seller a fixed quantity of property at a
fixed price in the future. With a variable prepaid
forward contract (“VPFC”), the buyer pays the
seller the purchase price at the time the contract
is entered into rather than on the date of delivery
of the property, and a variable amount of
property is transferred at closing of the contract.
A SAFE resembles a VPFC contract, as the
investor is purchasing the equity (in cash or by
providing services) pursuant to a contract with a
contractually specified quantity of property, which
varies depending on the circumstances, to be
delivered later in time.
Generally, the “seller” of property pursuant to
a prepaid forward contract is not treated as
selling the property underlying the contract on
the date the contract is entered into. Instead,
the property is not considered “sold” until
that property is delivered. A prepaid forward
contract is therefore an open transaction, with
tax consequences delayed until the transaction
is closed (i.e., the date that the property is
delivered).9 Accordingly, if a SAFE is treated as a
VPFC, the investor’s purchase of the SAFE from
the company should not be a taxable event for
the investor or the company. The prepayment
is treated as an advance deposit, without

immediate tax consequences.10 When the stock
is received pursuant to the SAFE, there should
not be a taxable event for either the investor or
the company.11 The investor will have a basis
in the stock received equal to the prepayment
amount,12 and the holding period of the investor
in the stock begins when the stock is received
pursuant to the terms of the SAFE (which means
the holding period for “qualified small business
stock” treatment under Section 1202 starts at
that time).13 Upon disposition of the stock, the
investor should recognize capital gain or loss
equal to the difference between the prepayment
and the amount realized on the sale of the
equity.14
The IRS has held that a VPFC will be respected
as a VPFC rather than treated as a sale of
the underlying stock as long as the taxpayer
(1) received a fixed amount of cash, (2)
simultaneously entered into an agreement to
deliver on a future date a number of shares that
varied significantly based on the value of the
shares on the exchange date, (3) pledged the
maximum number of shares deliverable under
the agreement, (4) retained an unrestricted legal
right to substitute cash or other shares for the
pledged shares, and (5) was not economically
compelled to deliver the pledged shares on the
contract’s maturity date.15 The IRS’ conclusion
that the taxpayer had not sold the shares at
the time the forward contract was entered into
and that instead the forward contract should
be treated as a VPFC was primarily based on a
few factual determinations, including that the
seller retained all dividend and voting rights
and the taxpayer was not required to deliver
the pledged shares to the counterparty. In the
typical SAFE arrangement, the company receives
a fixed amount of cash and simultaneously
enters into an agreement to deliver on a future
date a number of shares or an amount of cash
that varies significantly based on the value of
the shares on the settlement date. Further, until
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the shares are delivered, the investor does not
have any dividend or voting rights with respect
to those shares. Accordingly, the benefits and
burdens of ownership of those shares likely have
not been transferred to the investor.
SAFE as an Equity Grant
The more likely or certain it is (based on the
circumstances surrounding the SAFE’s issuance)
that the SAFE will convert into shares of stock,
the stronger the support for treating the SAFE
as an equity grant. For example, if the SAFE is
issued at a time when equity financing (and
therefore conversion) is substantially certain to
occur very soon after its issuance, the issuance
of the SAFE more strongly resembles the receipt
of equity rather than a derivative.
If the SAFE is received for purchase price and
treated as an equity grant, the investor’s holding
period in the stock underlying the SAFE would
begin on the date the investor purchased the
SAFE. This is one benefit of upfront equity
treatment, which can become particularly
relevant, depending on timing, if an investor is
seeking to qualify the stock as “qualified small

business stock” to obtain an exemption from
taxation on gain when such stock is sold under
Section 1202 or even long-term capital gains.16
Y-Combinator designed SAFEs to be fast and
simple documents. The complexities are,
however, likely to arise or be detected after, rather
than before or during, the issuance of the SAFE.
As discussed in this article, a complexity often
overlooked by investors (and companies alike)
is the tax treatment of SAFEs. Unless a SAFE is
treated as upfront equity, investors purchasing
SAFEs instead of equity are delaying (and
potentially forfeiting as a result of that delay) the
commencement of the capital gains clock (one
year) and the “qualified small business stock”
clock (five years), which could mean forgoing
substantial tax benefits. Investors and issuers
should discuss the tax treatment of receipt of a
SAFE based on the particular circumstances in
which the SAFE was issued. Although it seems
clear that a SAFE should not be treated as debt
for tax purposes, it is beneficial for a SAFE holder
to understand upfront the treatment of the SAFE
for tax purposes, as it can affect the character of
the gain on disposition of the stock underlying
the SAFE.
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