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1 I N T R O D U C T I O N



Food,  dr ink  and t rave l  can  be  some of  the  s implest  p leasures  in  l i fe .

Wel l ,  a t  work  i t ’ s  no  d i f ferent .  Whether  you ’ re  on- the-go ,  enter ta in ing  some potent ia l

customers  or  ce lebrat ing  w i th  s ta f f ,  i t ’ s  common that  you ’ l l  be  eat ing  and dr ink ing  on the

way .  

But  i t ’ s  a l l  a  l i t t le  less  appet is ing  when i t  comes round to  sor t ing  out  your  bus iness

expenses .  There  are  some meals  which  HMRC are  happy  to  see  as  a  necessary  cost  o f

running  your  bus iness  -  and therefore  e l ig ib le  for  tax  re l ie f  — and some which  aren ’ t .

So ,  when can you c la im back  tax  on food ,  dr ink  and t rave l  and when can ’ t  you?  I t ’ s  a l l

about  whether  your  purchase  can be  c lass i f ied  as  subs is tence  or  enter ta in ing  as  we l l  as

who is  invo lved .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Subsistence-  Meals ,  t rave l  and accommodat ion you and your  employees  pay  when

trave l l ing  outs ide  o f  your  normal  area  o f  work .  You can c la im back  tax  on any  purchase

c lassed as  subs is tence .

Entertaining-  Meals ,  events  and other  costs  you ’ve  pa id  to  enter ta in  w i th  other

customers ,  contacts  or  employees .  You can on ly  c la im back  tax  on enter ta inment  when

i t ’ s  meant  on ly  for  s ta f f  o f  your  company .

 

A l r ight ,  so  that ’ s  for  s tar ters .  But ,  as  we know,  HMRC can be  famous ly  fussy  when i t

comes to  the  reason you made a  purchase ,  and there  are  a  few deta i l s  to  keep in  mind to

avo id  fee l ing  queasy  when i t  comes to  tax  t ime.

So read on for  some pa latab le  t ips  on c la iming  back  the  tax  you ’ re  ent i t led  to ,  get t ing  the

most  out  o f  enter ta in ing  your  employees ,  and to  make sure  that  when the  chr is tmas  par ty

comes around you ’ re  mak ing  a  toast ,  and not  — you know — mak ing  toast .

 

 

Becki

Introduction
S U B S I S T E N C E  A N D  E N T E R T A I N M E N T

"What's my favourite thing to make for

dinner? A reservation"
-  M I C H A E L  K O R S
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2 S U B S I S T E N C E  -

W H E N  C A N  I

C L A I M ?



Alr ight ,  le t ’ s  look  a  l i t t le  c loser  a t  that  word — subs is tence  — and come up wi th  a

few ground ru les  that  w i l l  mean you and HMRC are  read ing  f rom the  same menu.

In  order  to  c lass i f y  food and dr ink  as  subs is tence ,  i t  needs  to  be :

-  The  resu l t  o f  need ing  to  t rave l  for  work

-  Consumed by  you or  an  employee of  your  company

-  Reasonable  and not  excess ive

What ’ s  your  normal  workp lace?  Accord ing  to  HMRC,  i t ’ s  anywhere you spend 40%

or  more of  your  work  hours .  So ,  i f  you or  an employee of  your  company is

t rave l l ing  somewhere away  f rom your  regu lar  o f f i ce  as  a  one-of f  or  fa i r l y

in f requent ly ,  remember  to  keep your  rece ipts  and look  to  c la im back  the  tax  cost

of  that  journey  and the food you ate  to  get  there  and back .

You can c la im subs is tence for  accommodat ion ,

food and dr ink  when your  expenses  are

bus iness-re lated and take  p lace  outs ide  of  your

normal  workp lace  or  commute .

T H E  R E S U L T  O F  N E E D I N G  T O  T R A V E L  F O R

W O R K

S U B S I S T E N C E  -  W H E N  C A N  I  C L A I M ?

However ,  i f  you ’ re  work ing  c lose  to  home or  t rave l  to  the  same

of f ice  fa i r l y  f requent ly ,  i t  cou ld  be cons idered part  o f  your  normal

commute and therefore  unsu i tab le  for  subs is tence c la ims.



You can on ly  c la im subs is tence  for  yourse l f  and sa lar ied  employees  o f  your

company  — not  for  subcontractors ,  shareholders  and other  network ing

contacts  who aren ’ t  on  your  company  payro l l .

Subs is tence  i s  meant  to  be  a  b i t  o f  a  he lp ing  hand for  those  t imes  you need to  go

out  o f  your  way  for  your  company .  Wel l  — as  the  say ing  goes  — don ’ t  b i te  the

hand that  feeds  you ,  and on ly  c la im genuine  expenses  for  mea ls  that  would  be

reasonable  to  grab on the  way  f rom A to  B .

C O N S U M E D  B Y  Y O U  O R  A N  E M P L O Y E E  O F  Y O U R

C O M P A N Y

So a  mea l  a t  Nandos  or  a  few b i ts  f rom Pret  are  def in i te ly  OK

to  c la im.  The tast ing  menu at  Gordon Ramsey ’s  or  a  d inner  a t

the  R i tz ,  however ,  are  l i ke ly  to  ra ise  a  few quest ions  and

some deeper  invest igat ion  in to  the  tax  you ’ re  c la iming  back .

R E A S O N A B L E  A N D  N O T  E X C E S S I V E

However ,  jus t  because someone f rom another

company  i s  a t  the  d inner  tab le  on your  bus iness  t r ip ,

i t  doesn ’ t  mean that  you can ’ t  c la im your  own meal  as

subs is tence .  As  long  as  you fu l f i l  the  other  cr i ter ia ,

fee l  f ree  to  sp l i t  the  b i l l  and c la im your  and your

employees ’  own food as  subs is tence  and the  other

meals  as  enter ta inment .

And remember  — eat ing  not -excess ive ly  doesn ’ t  mean

eat ing  meagre ly .  I f  you ’ re  away  f rom home overn ight ,

you can order  a  g lass  o f  w ine  (or  two! )  and a  desser t

w i th  d inner  and s t i l l  fee l  comfortab le  c la iming

subs is tence  on your  mea l .  Popping  champagne corks ,

on  the  other  hand ,  w i l l  probably  be  seen as  a  b i t  too

excess ive  for  your  bus iness  t r ip .

There ’s  a lso  a  l i t t le  a l lowance catered for  t ipp ing  the

people  he lp ing  you get  to  your  dest inat ion .  A  £5  t ip  to

wai ts ta f f  or  a  tax i  dr i ver  i s  seen as  inc identa l  to  a

d inner  or  journey  and can be  inc luded in  your

subs is tence  c la im.
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3 S U B S I S T E N C E  -

H O W  M U C H

C A N  I  C L A I M ?



Wel l ,  good news — there ’s  no  l imi t  on  how

many t imes  you can c la im,  or  the  tota l

amount  for  a l l  o f  your  company ’s  year ly

subs is tence  c la ims .  Of  course ,  i f  you ’ re

t rave l l ing  very  f requent ly  you ’ l l  natura l l y

need a  b i t  more  ass is tance  in  what  you

c la im for  the  cost  o f  get t ing  around on

your  work-re la ted journeys .

I f  you ’ re  caught  on- the-run and don ’ t  p ick  up a  rece ipt  for  your

subs is tence  purchase ,  don ’ t  worry  — you can s t i l l  c la im back  on the  cost

of  your  mea l  i f  the  tota l  i s  less  than £25 and you can prove  you were

trave l l ing  away  f rom the  of f i ce  on that  day .  Don ’ t  make i t  a  regu lar  hab i t

though!  My adv ice  i s  to  a lways  make sure  that  you ’ve  got  proof  o f  your

purchase  — i t ’ l l  pay  o f f  in  peace  of  mind when i t  comes round to  c la iming

back  VAT on these  expenses .

So  you ’ve  seen the  gu ide l ines  on

when you should  be  look ing  to  c la im

trave l ,  food and accommodat ion as

subs is tence .  But  i s  there  a  set

a l lowance on how much you can

c la im over  a  g iven t ime per iod?

S U B S I S T E N C E  -  H O W  M U C H  C A N  I

C L A I M ?
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-  W H E N  C A N  I

C L A I M ?



So far  we ’ve  main ly  been ta lk ing  about  subs is tence

— the cost  o f  t rave l l ing  to  a  non-permanent  p lace  o f

work .  But  there  w i l l  be  t imes  that  you ’ re  a  l i t t le

c loser  to  home — ce lebrat ing  w i th  s ta f f  or

network ing  w i th  customers .  Maybe you ’ l l  be  hav ing  a

meal  together ,  h i t t ing  the  town for  dr inks  or  go ing

out  to  see  some sport  or  theatre .

I f  your  genera l  goa l  i s  to  ce lebrate  and encourage more  great  work  f rom your

employees ,  then that ’ s  ‘ s ta f f  enter ta in ing ’ .  Food ,  dr ink  and other  enter ta inment

for  your  company ’s  s ta f f  i s  seen as  mora le -boost ing ,  good for  bus iness  and — to

an extent  — an expense that ’ s  appropr ia te  to  c la im tax  for .

E N T E R T A I N M E N T  -  W H E N  C A N  I

C L A I M ?

And aga in ,  there  are  some s i tuat ions  where  you should  be  look ing  to  c la im back

tax  for  the  cost  o f  enter ta in ing ,  and some which  won ’ t  ever  be  su i tab le  for

c la iming  tax  re l ie f  or  VAT .

But  i f  ins tead you ’ re  enter ta in ing  for  bus iness  needs

— host ing  va lued customers ,  or  network ing  to  drum

up some new bus iness  — then those  costs  are

cons idered ‘bus iness  enter ta in ing ’  ins tead ,  and you

can ’ t  c la im tax  re l ie f  or  VAT  for  them.

The quest ion  to  ask  yourse l f  here  i s  — “who are  these  enter ta inment  costs  for? ”



These ru les  s t i l l  app ly ,  even i f  you ’ve  got  a  mix  o f  employees  and

non-employees  at  your  event .  I f  you ’ re  tak ing  some of  your  s ta f f

a long  to  host  a  d inner  w i th  some potent ia l  new customers ,  then the

purpose of  that  event  i s  s t i l l  ‘bus iness  enter ta in ing ’ ,  and none of  the

expenses  w i l l  be  e l ig ib le  to  c la im tax  back  for .  But  i f  you ’ re

ce lebrat ing  a  company  mi lestone wi th  your  employees ,  and some of

your  customers  just  happen to  be  in  town,  then the  money  you spend

on your  s ta f f  (but  not  the  customers )  i s  va l id  for  a  tax  c la im.

Aga in ,  be  carefu l  to  keep a  record of  your  enter ta inment  expenses .  I

know — the  rece ipts  are  rare ly  the  most  en joyab le  par t  o f  the  par ty .

But  tax  c la ims for  s ta f f  enter ta inment  aren ’ t  an  a l l - you-can-eat

buf fet ,  and i t ’ l l  be  important  to  know roughly  where  you s tand when

i t  comes to  the  end of  the  year  and everyone s tar ts  ask ing  about  the

Chr is tmas  par ty .
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-  H O W  M U C H  C A N

I  C L A I M ?



Th is  can be  even less  appet is ing  when you cons ider  how these  events  add up to

an exceeded tota l .  Say  that  you ’ve  spent  an  average of  £70 per  employee on a

b ig  par ty  in  the  summer months ,  and now,  look ing  at  your  expenses  f rom the

Chr is tmas  par ty ,  you see  that  i t  averages  out  a t  £90 per  employee .  Th is  comes to

a  tota l  o f  £160 — just  a  l i t t le  b i t  over  the  l imi t .

That  means  i t ’ s  important  to  keep t rack  o f  rough ly

how much you ’ re  spending  on s ta f f  enter ta inment

throughout  the  year .  I f  you throw a  b ig  par ty  for

your  employees  in  the  summer ,  i t  may  mean that

you might  have  to  be  a  b i t  more  f ruga l  when i t

comes to  Chr is tmas .  Jus t  keep an eye  on your  tota l

spend,  and make sure  you ’ve  got  the  rece ipts  to

back  i t  up .

A l r ight ,  so  we ’ve  spoken about  the  d i f ference  between

‘s ta f f  enter ta in ing ’  and ‘bus iness  enter ta in ing ’ .  But  even

when you ’ re  just  enter ta in ing  your  employees ,  HMRC

won ’ t  a l low for  l imi t less  tax  c la ims .

E N T E R T A I N M E N T  -  H O W  M U C H  C A N  I

C L A I M ?

The mag ic  number  here  i s  £150.  That ’ s  the  amount  you

can spend on average per  employee per  year  and s t i l l

c la im back  the  tax  on the  cost  o f  s ta f f  enter ta inment .  I f

you exceed that  thresho ld ,  then any  fur ther  expenses

wi l l  not  be  e l ig ib le  for  tax  re l ie f .



Unfortunate ly ,  you can ’ t  jus t  c la im the  tax  back  on the  £150 per  employee

you ’ re  ent i t led  to ,  and just  miss  out  on the  extra  £10 .  Instead ,  you ’ l l  need

to  p ick  one of  those  two events  and not  c la im for  i t  a t  a l l .  That  can be  a

b ig  h i t  to  the  amount  you ’d  be  rece iv ing  in  rec la imed tax ,  and not

someth ing  you ’ l l  want  to  be  surpr ised wi th  a t  the  end of  the  year .

Secondly ,  these  annua l  par t ies  need to  be

open to  a l l  members  o f  s ta f f  f rom a

part icu lar  o f f i ce .  There ’s  no  sk ipp ing

inv i tes  here ,  and no ce lebrat ions  meant

spec i f i ca l l y  for  management  whi le

exc lud ing  others  in  the  bus iness .  Th is

makes  sure  that  your  tota l  spend per

employee i s  d iv ided into  equa l  benef i t  for

a l l  o f  your  s ta f f  members  — not  just  for  a

chosen few.

F i rs t  o f  a l l  — i t  needs  to  be  a  year ly  ce lebrat ion .  These  k inds  o f  tax  c la ims

aren ’ t  su i tab le  for  casua l  catch-ups  or  impromptu dr inks  on a  f r iday .  Th is

should  make the  tota l  spend eas ier  to  keep t rack  o f ,  as  i t ’ l l  be  just  a  few

large  events  ra ther  than lo ts  o f  smal ler  ones .

But  w i th  a  b i t  o f  c lever  ca lcu la t ing  and a  keen eye  for  what  you ’ve  spent

a l ready ,  i t  shouldn ’ t  be  too d i f f i cu l t  to  keep under  the  £150 l imi t  —

espec ia l l y  w i th  the  few other  cr i ter ia  that  HMRC set  on  what  makes  one of

these  par t ies  e l ig ib le  for  tax  re l ie f .
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Alr ight ,  that  covers  the  essent ia ls  o f

subs is tence  and enter ta inment ,  and

knowing  which  s i tuat ions  are  su i tab le  for

rec la iming  some VAT .Of  course ,  

 

i f  you ’ re  s t i l l  fee l ing  a  l i t t le  overwhelmed

by HMRC ’s  smorgasbord of  ru les  and

except ions ,  do  fee l  f ree  to  get  in  touch .

Here  at  Lagom F inance ,  not  on ly  are  we

the b iggest  fans  o f  de l i c ious  food ,  but

we ’ re  a lso  experts  in  he lp ing  smal l

bus inesses  make the  most  o f  the i r

money .

 

Bon appét i t !

Becki

CONCLUSION
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