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Tax Professionals Going Paperless
Why go paperless? Printing and assembling returns takes time. 
Shredding the return three years later takes additional time. The 
cost savings of using less paper and toner, and easy access to cli-
ent files without moving away from the computer, are other rea-
sons to go paperless.

Computer hard drive. More data can be stored in electronic for-
mat than on paper. The amount of data contained in filing cabi-
nets that completely fill up a room can be stored on a computer 
that takes up no additional space in the office.

PDF files. Tax software programs store the data in a file format 
that can only be read by the tax software. In order to view the file 
on a computer that does not have the tax software loaded on it 
(such as a client’s home computer), the data has to be converted 
to a common file format used by all computers, such as a PDF file 
or other image file format. File cabinet programs are available 
that can transfer these files into PDF or other image formats if 
the option is not included with the tax software. Once it is saved 
in a common file format, the file can be accessed without using 
the tax software.

Scanners. Making a copy of a client’s W-2s, 1099s, 1098s, prop-
erty tax statements, real estate closing papers, etc. can eat up a 
lot of paper. A scanner does the same thing that a copy machine 
does, only without the paper. The number of documents to be 
scanned for each tax return should be taken into account before 
deciding on the kind of scanner to purchase. Flatbed scanners 
without document feeders are the least expensive type of scan-
ner. A disadvantage of not having a document feeder is the time 
it takes to scan one document at a time. Before making a scan-
ner purchase, find out the page per minute rating of the scanner 
and compare that to your copy machine page per minute rating. 
Many machines today come as combination scanners, copy ma-
chines, and fax machines.

Data organization. For those with good 
computer data organizational skills, creating 
folders to store electronic data can be done 
without the need of additional software.

Two monitors. Many paperless offices use two computer moni-
tors. The two monitors allow the tax preparer to have multiple 
files open at once, such as a copy of last year’s return along with 
the current year’s return. The two monitors also help when enter-
ing data from a scanned image into the tax software. Some like to 
use a laptop computer as a second monitor.

Backup system. Regardless of whether you go paperless, you 
need a backup system for all of your computer files. Tape drives, 
CD Rom burners, removable external hard drives, are examples 
of ways to back up computer data. A number of companies now 
offer internet backup services. Once every night, all the data from 
your hard drive is automatically sent via high speed internet to 
an offsite computer. If your computer crashes, or gets stolen, or 
your office burns down, the data is safe at a different location.

Client copies. Of course if the client wants a paper copy, there 
will always be a need to print the client copy. Consider offering 
electronic files to clients. An electronic copy can be made on disk 
or CD to give to the client. The electronic format given to the cli-
ent obviously would have to be accessible on the client’s comput-
er, thus the need to save files in PDF or other common image type 
file formats. Do not offer to email tax returns to clients, as emails 
can be intercepted and personal data can be compromised.

Changing Rules in  
the Middle of the Game

As a kid, I remember playing with my cousins out at my grand-
parents’ farm. We had plenty of things to do. There were a num-
ber of tree forts that Granny made for us kids, complete with 
tire swings and ropes that allowed us to swing from tree fort to 
tree fort like Tarzan swinging through the jungle. Our imagina-
tions went wild thinking up games to play in the trees. The rules 
would often change when we thought up new ways to enhance 
the fun. Of course, sometimes we got into arguments as some-
one on the losing end felt it unfair to change the rules in the 
middle of the game.

As tax professionals, we too feel it is unfair to change 
the rules in the middle of the game. Every year we 
spend time, energy, and money learning about all 
of the new legislation for the upcoming tax season. 
By the end of January, we are in full swing with 
tax season and have no time or patience for rule 
changes. Then what happens?

February 13, 2008, Congress dumped the Economic Stimulus Act 
of 2008 on us. During one of the busiest weeks of the year, all of 
a sudden we have to take the time to figure out the new rules. 
Congress changed the rules in the middle of the game.

It’s not like we could just ignore the rule changes and say it is 
unfair to make us learn something new during tax season. Our 
clients heard about the stimulus checks and expected us to pro-
vide them with the details. I think it is safe to say Congress and 
the new President will continue to change the rules in the middle 
of the game.

In fact, this pattern of rule changes seems to be occurring at 
ever-increasing rates. When I first started writing about tax law 
changes in 1988, there may have been one new piece of legisla-
tion per year to write about. In contrast, over the past 11 months, 
I have written updates for a dozen new pieces of legislation for 
TheTaxBook containing rule changes that affect the Internal Rev-
enue Code. These new Public Laws contain over 1,500 pages of 
new information.

Another trend that seems to be on the rise is the fact that tax law 
changes are no longer permanent. Each new law has an expiration 
date that later gets extended, then extended again, then extended 
again, and so on. Sometimes Congress misses a deadline and has 
to go back in time to change the rules with retroactive provisions. 
For example, the nonbusiness energy property credit applied for 
2006 and 2007 and then expired. Congress brought the credit back 
for 2009, but forgot about 2008. Just about the time you tell a cli-
ent he can’t take a credit for the home insulation, windows, and 
exterior doors he purchased in 2008, Congress will probably pass 
a technical resurrection bill that brings it back for 2008.

I expect my tax software to be updated during tax season for rules 
that change in the middle of the game. As editor of TheTaxBook, 
I feel the same way about our printed and electronic products. 
TheTaxAuthority Update Service is designed to give you peace of 
mind that your book is never out of date. Along with complete 
coverage of all new tax law changes, we also provide you with 
updated pages edited in red so that you can see exactly how the 
changes affect specific pages in your book. 

It is obvious that Congress will continue to change the rules in 
the middle of the game. Our job as tax professionals is to keep 
ourselves updated so that we can provide our clients with the 
service and information they expect from us. TheTaxAuthority Up-
date Service is designed to make tax law changes in the middle of 
tax season as painless as possible.

— Editor




