
	

Business Guide for Self-Employed Truck Drivers 
Running your own trucking business can be rewarding and profitable — but it also comes 
with complex responsibilities. As a self-employed truck driver (often called an owner-
operator), you wear multiple hats: driver, mechanic, bookkeeper, dispatcher, and business 
owner. This guide offers practical advice to help independent truckers manage their 
operations efficiently, stay compliant, and build long-term financial success. 

1. Establishing Your Business 
Choose the Right Business Structure:  
You should always consult a business attorney and/or accountant to determine the structure 
that best suits your goals and tax situation. 
   A. Sole Proprietorship – simplest option, but offers no liability protection. 
   B. Limited Liability Company (LLC): provides personal asset protection and flexible tax 
options. 
   C. “S” or “C” Corporation: for larger operations/those planning to add trucks and drivers. 
 
Obtain Proper Registrations and Licenses: 
   A. A valid Commercial Driver’s License (CDL) 
   B. USDOT and MC numbers (for interstate operations) 
   C. Proof of insurance meeting FMCSA minimums 
   D. IRP and IFTA credentials for multi-state hauling 
 
Keeping all registrations current is critical to avoid fines or operational shutdowns. 

2. Managing Finances Like a Business 
Set Up a Business Bank Account to separate personal and business finances. This simplifies 
taxes and helps track profitability. 
 
Understand Cash Flow: 
Fuel, maintenance, and insurance costs fluctuate weekly. Maintain a reserve fund for 
unexpected expenses and plan for quarterly tax payments. 
 
Track Every Expense: 
   A. Fuel receipts 
   B. Maintenance and repairs 
   C. Insurance premiums 
   D. Permits, tolls, and scales 
   E. Meals and per diem expenses 
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Hire a Professional Accountant to ensure compliance, structure deductions, and manage 
depreciation properly. 

3. Equipment Ownership and Maintenance 
Maintain digital service records to prove compliance and improve resale value. 
Buying vs. Leasing: 
   A. Buying offers equity and long-term savings. 
   B. Leasing lowers upfront costs but may include mileage limits. 
 
Preventive Maintenance: 
   A. Oil and filter changes 
   B. Tire and brake checks 
   C. Annual DOT inspections 

4. Insurance Essentials for Owner-Operators 
Operating independently requires key insurance policies. You should review coverage 
annually and shop around for the best rates: 
   A. Primary Liability Insurance 
   B. Physical Damage Coverage 
   C. Non-Trucking Liability 
   D. Cargo Insurance 
   E. Occupational Accident or Workers’ Comp 

5. Compliance and Safety 
Self-employed drivers must follow FMCSA regulations, failure to comply can lead to fines, 
suspensions, or disqualification: 
   A. Maintain a valid DOT Medical Card 
   B. Adhere to Hours of Service (HOS) rules 
   C. Use ELDs for logging 
   D. Conduct regular vehicle inspections 
   E. Participate in drug and alcohol testing programs when required 

6. Finding Loads and Managing Contracts 
Use reputable load boards or brokers to find freight and check broker credit ratings. Be 
prepared to negotiate smartly; know your cost per mile before accepting loads. Avoid 
underpricing just to stay busy. 
 
Never sign a contract without understanding all of the contract terms. Always review 
contracts carefully including, but not limited to, the following items: 
   A. Payment schedules and quick-pay fees 
   B. Liability for delays or damages 
   C. Detention and layover pay 
   D. Insurance requirements 
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7. Taxes and Recordkeeping 
Work with a trucking tax specialist to stay compliant and maximize deductions. Self-
employed drivers must pay self-employment and income taxes, often on a quarterly basis. 
Some best practices to consider are: 
   A. Set aside 25–30% of income for taxes 
   B. Keep settlement sheets and 1099 forms 
   C. Track mileage via app or ELD 
   D. Deduct expenses: depreciation, fuel, maintenance, tolls, and insurance 

8. Building and Protecting Your Brand 
Your reputation drives repeat business. You can build trust by: 
   A. Delivering on time 
   B. Communicating professionally 
   C. Keeping your truck clean and branded 
   D. Managing paperwork promptly 
   E. Create a website and use digital media page to market your services 

9. Leveraging Technology 
Technology streamlines operations. Tools like these save time and increase profitability. 
   A. ELDs for compliance 
   B. GPS and routing apps for efficiency 
   C. Digital invoicing tools for faster payments 
   D. Fleet management software for expense tracking 
   E. Everything apps like Truck On help you leverage technology while avoiding app fatigue 

10. Planning for the Future 
Strategic planning ensures lasting success. Be sure to plan and think long-term: 
   A. Establish a retirement plan (SEP IRA, Solo 401(k), Roth IRA) 
   B. Build emergency savings 
   C. Consider fleet expansion or partnerships 
   D. Maintain good credit for growth financing 

Final Thoughts 
Being a self-employed truck driver offers independence and flexibility, but success requires 
discipline, organization, and strategic planning. By treating your trucking operation like a 
professional business, staying compliant, managing finances effectively, and focusing on 
long-term goals, you can build a career that’s both rewarding and resilient. 

 

This information is provided by Keith Whann, founder of The Whann Group, LLC with over 40 years of legal and 
compliance experience on issues affecting the industry and is for general information purposes only. You 
should contact counsel for specific application. © 2025 Keith Whann, all rights reserved. 


