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Is Quickbooks the answer? 

Maybe, but it can also lead you far astray.  Quickbooks makes it easy to track all sorts of 

details about everything you do.  Many people diligently enter every detail they can think 

of, and then find that they cannot get meaningful summarized information. 

 

Tips for not letting Quickbooks get the upper hand: 

 

1. Before you start, write down your top five goals for your accounting system.  

Every time you think about adding an account or a category of activity, ask 

yourself how this information will actually serve your goals.  If it is not going to 

provide meaningful information then don’t waste your time tracking it. 

 

2. Do not accept the default chart of accounts.  Write your own, if you need help, 

pull a copy of your tax return and see what categories are required to be reported.  

Remember your goals. 

 

What about a bookkeeper? 

A bookkeeper can reconcile your bank statement at the end of the month, record your 

monthly income and expenses, and give you easy-to-read monthly reports. A bookkeeper 

will charge from $ 15.00 to $90.00 an hour, and can probably keep your books in order in 

a fraction of the time that it would take you.  A bookkeeper who is also an enrolled agent 

may charge more for bookkeeping, but can also prepare your tax returns at the end of the 

year. 

 

How to find a good bookkeeper: 

 

Get a referral from some one knowledgeable.   

 

Make time for a careful interview: 

 Ask how many other clients s/he has, and what size the clients are. 

 Ask how long s/he thinks it will take to do the work. 

 Ask if s/he works closely with a particular CPA. 

 Ask if and when s/he would refer you to another professional such as a CPA, 

an attorney, or a financial planner. 

 Listen to what questions the bookkeeper asks you.  The better s/he is at 

figuring out your level of knowledge and need, the more experience s/he is 

likely to have. 

  

Look for a bookkeeper who has a number of other clients and who will be motivated to 

do your work efficiently so that s/he can move on to other clients.  Unless you are 

confident of your knowledge, and are only hiring some one to do work you can do but 

choose not to do, avoid a bookkeeper who has only worked with a few clients.  They may 

know one system well, but probably won’t have sufficient experience to understand your 

changing and evolving needs.  

 

If you have payroll, don’t skimp on the cost of preparing payroll tax returns!  Make the 

time to learn how to do them perfectly every time or hire a payroll service, an experienced 
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bookkeeper, an enrolled agent or an accounting firm.   Mistakes will cost you much more 

than hiring good help in the first place. 

 

At the end of the year: 

If you have a simple return, consider preparing your own return or hiring an inexpensive 

tax preparation service.  If you do this you are accepting that you won’t be getting any 

special advice, and that you may be paying too much in taxes. 

 

If your return is anything other than very simple, it is worth it to pay for the quality of an 

experienced Enrolled Agent (EA) or a Certified Public Accountant (CPA).  It takes less 

education and experience to become an EA than it does to become a CPA, but many EAs 

may have more experience than many CPAs.  In California CPAs are licensed though the 

California Department of Consumer Affairs, in other states through a similar branch of 

government.  CPAs are subject to peer review and must complete 40 hours of continuing 

professional education every year.  EAs obtain their designation from the IRS, and are 

required to complete 16 hours of continuing education each year. 

 

When interviewing a CPA or an EA consider the following: 

 Ask for references from clients. 

 Ask if the person has a seasonal (mainly tax) practice, or a year round practice.  

(Someone with a year round practice does a lot more than just prepare taxes.  They will 

be able to offer insight into the actual financial operations of your business.) 

 Ask how long they have been in practice. 

 Ask the average size of their clients.  Someone who specializes in clients twice as big 

as you has lots of experience, but not the right kind. 

 Ask if the person or the firm has areas of expertise or specialty. If they don’t specialize in 

your area, perhaps their specialized knowledge can be applied to your area. 

 Ask how many levels of staff are working at the firm.  Generally your bill will be less and 

your return more accurate if there are multiple levels of preparation and review. A junior 

staff person might review the basic data, and then a more senior person might prepare the 

tax return, and then finally the senior person reviews the return and discusses it with you. 

 Avoid solo practitioners; it is good to have more than one set of eyes reviewing your work; 

and besides, what will happen to you if something happens to them?   

 

Occasional Issues 

 

You should consult a CPA in the following matters: 

 Changing the legal form of your business (Corporation, Partnership, LLC) 

 Purchase or sale of major assets (farm, house, packing plant) 

 Tax planning for related businesses and individuals 

 If you plant trees or vines 

 Estate planning 

 Complex leases 

 Financial planning beyond stock market investments.  Planning for future credit 

needs, for major expenses such as purchasing a house, financing college tuition or 

retirement, investing in real estate, and other businesses.   
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Getting help doesn’t let you off the hook!!! 

 

In the end, it is your business, and your financial health.  You cannot ever delegate the 

responsibility of understanding the “business” side of your business.  Don’t trust other 

people to run your business affairs with out keeping you informed.  If you don’t 

understand a decision then don’t make it until you do.  Make at least a little time each 

year to educate yourself about a financial issue that is important to you. 

 

 Subscribe to a financial or tax newsletter, magazine or newspaper.  

 

 Read the local business section of your newspaper. 

 

 Take a class. 

 

 Ask others what they know and how they came to know it. 


