
GENERAL

how to register business in california
Published: September 3, 2026  |  Index ID: #-

How to Register a Business in California: A Step �by �Step Guide

Starting a business in California is an exciting venture, but it also involves a series of legal steps that must be

followed to ensure your company is compliant with state and federal regulations. Whether you’re forming a sole

proprietorship, a partnership, a limited liability company (LLC), or a corporation, the process of registering your

business is similar in many respects. This guide walks you through each step, from choosing the right structure to

obtaining the necessary permits, so you can focus on building a thriving enterprise.

1. Choose the Right Business Structure

The first decision you’ll face is selecting the legal structure that best fits your business goals, liability preferences,

and tax situation. California offers several common structures:

•  Sole Proprietorship – Simple to set up, but offers no personal liability protection.

•  Partnership – Ideal for two or more owners sharing profits and responsibilities.

•  Limited Liability Company (LLC) – Combines the flexibility of a partnership with the liability protection of a 

corporation.

•  Corporation (C �Corp or S �Corp) – Provides robust liability protection and potential tax advantages, but requires 

more formalities.

Consider consulting a business attorney or accountant to determine which structure aligns best with your long �term

objectives. Your chosen structure will dictate the specific forms and fees you’ll encounter during registration.

Key Factors to Consider

1.  Liability Protection: How much personal risk are you willing to take?

2.  Tax Implications: Will you benefit from pass �through taxation or corporate tax rates?

3.  Management Flexibility: How involved will owners be in day �to �day operations?

4.  Funding Needs: Some structures are more attractive to investors.

2. Verify Business Name Availability

Before you can file any documents, you must ensure your chosen business name is available in California. The

Secretary of State’s Business Search tool lets you search for existing entities. If your preferred name is already in

use, you’ll need to modify it or select an alternative.

For LLCs and corporations, you’ll also need to reserve the name if you plan to file later. You can reserve a name for 

120 days by filing a Statement of Reservation and paying a $10 fee.

Tips for Naming Your Business

•  Keep it simple, memorable, and easy to spell.

•  Avoid using prohibited words such as “bank” or “trust” unless you meet specific criteria.

•  Consider securing a matching domain name for your website.

3. File Formation Documents with the Secretary of State



Once you’ve chosen a structure and verified your name, you’ll file the appropriate formation documents:

•  Articles of Organization for LLCs.

•  Articles of Incorporation for corporations.

•  Partnership Agreement for partnerships (not filed with the state, but essential for internal governance).

California requires you to file these documents either online through the BizFile Online portal or by mail. Filing

online is faster and more convenient, but you must be comfortable with digital forms.

Filing Fees and Processing Times

•  LLC: $70 filing fee.

•  Corporation: $100 filing fee.

•  Processing time: 3–5 business days for online filings; up to 2 weeks for paper filings.

After approval, the Secretary of State will issue a Certificate of Formation or Incorporation, which is your official

proof of existence.

4. Obtain an Employer Identification Number (EIN)

An EIN, also known as a Federal Tax Identification Number, is required for most businesses. You’ll use it to open

bank accounts, file taxes, and hire employees. The process is straightforward and free:

1.  Visit the IRS online EIN application.

2.  Provide basic company information, such as legal name, structure, and owner details.

3.  Receive your EIN immediately upon completion.

Why an EIN Is Essential

•  Separates personal and business finances.

•  Required for opening a business bank account.

•  Necessary for filing federal and state taxes.

5. Register for California State Taxes

California imposes various state taxes on businesses, including franchise tax, income tax, and sales tax.

Depending on your business type and activities, you may need to register with the California Franchise Tax Board

(FTB) and the California Department of Tax and Fee Administration (CDTFA).

Common State Tax Registrations

•  California Franchise Tax: All corporations and LLCs must pay a minimum franchise tax of $800 annually.

•  Sales and Use Tax: If you sell tangible goods or taxable services, register with CDTFA.

•  Employment Taxes: If you hire employees, register for unemployment insurance and withholding taxes.

You can register online through the FTB website or the CDTFA portal. Keep your registration details handy for

future tax filings.

6. Acquire Local Permits and Licenses

Beyond state requirements, most cities and counties in California require local business licenses. The exact permits

you need depend on your industry, location, and the nature of your operations.

How to Find Local Requirements

1.  Check your city’s official website for a “Business Licensing” section.



2.  Contact the local business licensing office or use the California Government Portal to locate the relevant 

agency.

3.  Submit any required forms and pay the associated fees.

Examples of common local licenses include:

•  Retail sales license.

•  Health department permits for food service.

•  Professional licensing for contractors, attorneys, or medical practitioners.

7. Designate a Registered Agent

California law requires every LLC and corporation to maintain a registered agent—an individual or business entity

authorized to receive legal documents on behalf of the company. The agent must have a physical address in

California and be available during business hours.

Choosing a Registered Agent

•  Many businesses hire professional registered agent services for reliability.

•  You can also act as your own agent if you meet the address requirements.

•  Make sure to update the agent’s information if it changes.

Failing to maintain a registered agent can result in administrative dissolution of your business.

8. Draft an Operating Agreement or Corporate Bylaws

While not required by California law, having an internal governing document is highly recommended. For LLCs, an 

Operating Agreement outlines ownership, profit distribution, and management responsibilities. Corporations 

should adopt Bylaws detailing board structure, voting procedures, and officer duties.

Why These Documents Matter

•  They clarify expectations among owners and managers.

•  They provide a legal framework for resolving disputes.

•  They can help attract investors by demonstrating professionalism.

9. Comply with Ongoing Reporting Requirements

After registration, you’ll need to file periodic reports with the Secretary of State and pay ongoing taxes. California

requires:

•  LLCs: An Annual Statement (Form LLC-12) within 90 days of filing the Articles of Organization.

•  Corporations: An Annual Statement (Form 100) and a Statement of Information (Form 100 �ES).

•  All entities: Annual franchise tax payment of $800 (or the applicable amount).

Missing these filings can lead to penalties or administrative dissolution. Setting up calendar reminders or using a

compliance service can keep you on track.

10. Set Up Business Banking and Accounting Systems

Separating personal and business finances is critical for legal protection and accurate tax reporting. Open a

dedicated business bank account and consider using accounting software such as QuickBooks, Xero, or Wave.

Key Steps



•  Gather your EIN, Certificate of Formation, and a resolution authorizing the account.

•  Choose a bank that offers low fees and convenient online banking.

•  Set up bookkeeping categories that match your industry.

Regularly reconciling accounts and keeping detailed records will simplify year �end tax preparation and audit

readiness.

11. Protect Your Intellectual Property

California businesses often rely on trademarks, copyrights, or trade secrets. Registering these assets can

safeguard your brand and creative works.

Available Options

•  Trademarks: File with the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO) to protect logos, names, and slogans.

•  Copyrights: Register original works such as software, marketing materials, or content.

•  Trade Secrets: Implement nondisclosure agreements (NDAs) and internal security protocols.

Consult an IP attorney to determine the best strategy for your
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