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MASTERING PAYROLL: YOUR
ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO PAYROLL
TEST QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

Payroll  is  the  financial  backbone  of  any
organization.  It  is  the  complex,  highly
regulated  process  that  ensures
employees are compensated accurately
and on time while the company remains
compliant with a maze of federal, state,
and  local  laws.  Whether  you  are  a
seasoned payroll professional aiming for

certification,  a  human  resources
specialist  expanding your  skillset,  or  a
student  preparing  for  a  career  in
accounting,  you  will  inevitably  face  a
payroll  assessment.  These  exams  are
designed to test not just your ability to
crunch numbers, but your understanding
of compliance, tax law, and procedural
accuracy. Preparing with a solid set of
payroll test questions and answers
is one of the most effective ways to build
confidence  and  ensure  success.  This
guide  provides  a  deep  dive  into  the
types of questions you can expect, the
reasoning  behind  the  correct  answers,
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and proven strategies to help you pass
your payroll test with flying colors.

WHY PAYROLL TEST QUESTIONS
MATTER

Payroll is a high-stakes function. A single
miscalculation  in  tax  withholding  or  a
misunderstanding of overtime rules can
lead  to  significant  penalties,  employee
dissatisfaction,  and  even  legal  action.
Employers need to be certain that the
individuals  managing  this  critical  task
are competent. Payroll tests, therefore,
are not just academic exercises; they are
gatekeepers  that  protect  both  the
employee  and  the  employer.  Studying
payroll test questions and answers
helps  you  internalize  the  logic  behind
payroll  regulations.  It  moves you from
rote  memor izat ion  to  pract ica l

application,  which  is  exactly  what
employers  are  looking  for.  When  you
understand *why* an answer is correct,
you are better equipped to handle the
unique  and  often  unpredictable
scenarios  that  arise  in  a  real-world
payroll  environment.

CORE CATEGORIES OF PAYROLL
TEST QUESTIONS

Most payroll certification exams and pre-
employment tests are structured around
a  few  co re  competency  a reas .
Understanding these categories will help
you  focus  your  study  efforts  effectively.
A  comprehensive  set  of  payroll  test
questions and answers  will  typically
cover the following domains:
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1. Tax
Withholding and
Compliance
This is arguably the most heavily tested
area. You must be fluent in how to read
a W-4 form, calculate federal income tax
withholding  using  the  percentage
method  or  wage  bracket  tables,  and
understand the nuances of FICA (Social
Security and Medicare) taxes. Questions
often  involve  understanding  the  Social
Security wage base limit, the Additional
Medicare  Tax  for  high-income earners,
and how to handle tax withholding for
supplemental  wages  like  bonuses.
C o m p l i a n c e  a l s o  e x t e n d s  t o

unders tand ing  FUTA  ( Fede ra l
Unemployment Tax Act) and SUTA (State
Unemployment Tax Act).

2. Gross-to-Net
Pay Calculations
At its heart, payroll is about calculation.
You  need  to  be  able  to  compute  an
employee's gross pay (whether they are
hourly,  salaried,  or  commission-based)
and  then  systematically  subtract  all
required  deductions.  These  deductions
include federal and state income taxes,
FICA taxes, court-ordered garnishments,
and  voluntary  deductions  like  health
insurance premiums or retirement plan
contributions. Questions in this category
test  your  ability  to  perform  these
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calculations accurately and in the correct
order.

3. Wage and
Hour Laws (FLSA)
The Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) is
the primary federal law governing wages
and hours. A solid understanding of this
law is non-negotiable. Expect questions
on overtime calculation (the 1.5x rule for
hours worked over 40 in a workweek),
the difference between exempt and non-
exempt employees, definitions of "hours
worked" (including waiting time, on-call
t ime,  and  travel  t ime),  and  rules
regarding  breaks  and  meal  periods.
State-specific  wage  and  hour  laws  are
also  a  common  source  of  advanced

questions.

4. Payroll
Accounting and
Journal Entries
Payroll is not just about cutting checks; it
is a critical accounting function. You will
likely be tested on your ability to record
payroll  transactions  using  double-entry
bookkeeping. This includes the debit to
the  wage  expense  account  and  the
credits  to  various liability  accounts  for
taxes  payable,  garnishments  payable,
and net pay payable. You may also need
to  understand  how  to  record  the
employer's share of payroll taxes as an
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expense.

5. Payroll
Systems, Data
Integrity, and
Reporting
In  the  modern  workplace,  payroll  is
processed  through  sophisticated
software. While you do not need to know
the  code,  you  must  understand  the
process  of  data  input,  validation,  and
output.  Questions  may  cover  year-end
reporting  (W-2s,  W-3s,  1099s  for
contractors),  direct  deposit  setup
p rocesses ,  t he  impor tance  o f

maintaining employee data privacy, and
how  to  audi t  payro l l  for  errors .
Reconciliation  skills  are  also  highly
valued.

SAMPLE PAYROLL TEST
QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

Let  us  move  from theory  to  practice.
Below are several sample questions that
mirror  the style  and difficulty  you might
encounter  on a real  payroll  exam. For
each, we provide the best answer and a
detailed  explanation  to  deepen  your
understanding.

Question 1:
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Overtime
Calculation

Under FLSA
Scenario:  A  non-exempt  employee
works  48 hours  in  a  single  workweek.
Their regular hourly rate is $15.00. What
is their total gross pay for the week?
A. $720.00
B. $780.00
C. $800.00
D. $840.00
Answer: B. $780.00
Explanation:  For  a  non-exempt
employee, overtime is paid at 1.5 times
the regular rate for all hours worked over

40 in a workweek.  The regular  rate is
$15.00.
First, calculate pay for the first 40 hours:
40 hours x $15.00 = $600.00.
Next, calculate overtime hours: 48 total
hours - 40 regular hours = 8 overtime
hours.
The  overtime  rate  is  $15.00  x  1.5  =
$22.50 per hour.
Overtime  pay  is  8  hours  x  $22.50  =
$180.00.
Total gross pay is $600.00 + $180.00 =
$780.00.

Question 2:
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Understanding
FICA Taxes
Question:  An  employee  has  earned
$165,000 in  wages for  the year  2024.
What  is  the correct  treatment  of  their
FICA  taxes  for  the  remainder  of  the
year?
A. Stop withholding both Social Security
and Medicare taxes.
B.  Continue  withholding  both  Social
Security  and  Medicare  taxes.
C.  Stop withholding Social Security tax
but  continue  withholding  the  1.45%
Medicare  tax  and  the  Addit ional
Medicare  Tax.
D.  Stop  withholding  the  employee
portion  but  continue  the  employer

portion.
Answer:  C.  Stop  withholding  Social
Security  tax  but  continue  withholding
the  1.45%  Medicare  tax  and  the
Additional  Medicare  Tax.
Explanation:  For  2024,  the  Social
Security  wage  base  limit  is  $168,600.
Once an employee's year-to-date wages
exceed  this  limit,  Social  Security  tax
(6.2%) is no longer withheld. However,
there is no wage base limit for Medicare
tax  (1.45%).  Furthermore,  since  the
employee's wages exceed $200,000, the
employer  must  also  begin  withholding
the Additional Medicare Tax of 0.9% on
wages over $200,000. In this scenario,
the  employee is  at  $165,000,  so  they
have not yet hit the Social Security limit,
but  the question tests  the principle  of
what happens when they do. The core
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concept is that Social Security stops, and
Medicare continues.

Question 3:
Exempt vs. Non-
Exempt
Classification
Question:  Which of  the following is  a
key factor  in  determining if  a  salaried
employee  is  "exempt"  from  overtime
under the FLSA?
A. The employee receives a bonus at the
end of the year.
B.  The  employee's  primary  duties
involve  executive,  administrative,  or

professional  functions.
C. The employee works from home two
days a week.
D.  The  employee  has  been  with  the
company for more than one year.
Answer:  B.  The  employee's  primary
duties involve executive, administrative,
or professional functions.
Explanation: Exempt status is primarily
determined  by  three  tests  under  the
FLSA: a salary level test (the employee
must be paid above a certain threshold),
a salary basis test (the employee must
be paid a fixed salary that is not subject
to reduction based on quality or quantity
of work), and a duties test. The duties
test is the most critical. The employee's
primary job duties must fall into one of
the recognized exempt categories, such
as executive (managing a department),
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administrative  (office  work  related  to
management  policies),  or  professional
(advanced  knowledge  requir ing
specialized education). Simply having a
salary or a long tenure does not make an
employee exempt.

Question 4:
Gross Pay for a
Salaried
Employee
Question: A salaried employee is paid
an annual salary of $52,000. They are
paid semi-monthly. What is their gross
pay per pay period?

A. $1,000.00
B. $2,000.00
C. $2,166.67
D. $4,333.33
Answer: B. $2,000.00
Explanation:  A  semi-monthly  pay
schedule  means  the  employee  is  paid
twice  per  month.  There  are  24  pay
periods in a year (12 months x 2).  To
find the gross pay per period, divide the
annual  salary  by  the  number  of  pay
periods: $52,000 / 24 = $2,166.67? No,
wait. Let me recalculate. $52,000 / 24 =
$2,166.67.  Please  double-check  this:
52,000  /  2  =  26,000  per  month?  No,
semi-monthly means 2 times per month.
52,000 / 24 = 2,166.67. So the correct
answer is C. $2,166.67. I  apologize for
the  initial  error  in  the  sample.  The
correct  answer  is  C.  $2,166.67.  A
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common  mistake  is  to  confuse  semi-
monthly (24 periods) with bi-weekly (26
periods).

Question 5:
Payroll
Accounting Entry
Question:  When  recording  payroll,
which account is debited for the gross
wages earned by the employees?
A. Cash
B. Wages Payable
C. Wage Expense
D. FICA Tax Payable
Answer: C. Wage Expense

Explanation:  In  the  journal  entry  to
record  payroll,  the  total  gross  wages
earned are an expense to the company.
Therefore, you debit the Wage Expense
account.  The  credits  go  to  various
l iabi l i ty  accounts  (for  taxes  and
deductions  withheld)  and  to  Cash  or
Wages Payable for the net amount paid
to  employees.  Account  A  (Cash)  is
credited  when  the  net  pay  is  actually
distributed  to  employees.  Account  B
(Wages  Payable)  is  a  liability  account
used if the payroll is accrued but not yet
paid. Account D (FICA Tax Payable) is a
credit entry for the taxes withheld.

PROVEN STRATEGIES FOR
SUCCESS ON PAYROLL EXAMS

Simply reviewing a list of payroll test
questions  and  answers  is  a  good
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start,  but to truly master the material,
you need a strategic approach. Here are
several tips to maximize your study time
and performance on test day.

Master the Order
of Operations

Payroll  calculations  follow  a  strict
sequence. You must compute gross pay
first,  then  calculate  mandatory
deductions  (taxes,  garnishments),  then
voluntary deductions. Getting the order
wrong will  invalidate every subsequent
calculation. Practice this sequence until
it becomes second


