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Seven Keys to a Successful Tax Practice
Separate Yourself from the Competition and Make More Money!
by Jon A. Hayes and Joanne M. Hayes, Tax Preparer Connections

Opportunity in the tax preparation industry has never been more available than it is today. With the Internal
Revenue Service’s new regulations for tax preparers that include earning a mandatory credential and adhering
to annual continuing professional education requirements, thousands of preparers are faced with the decision
of staying in business or walking away. For the ambitious tax preparer, there is no better time to grow and
prosper in this profitable profession.
Based on our 27 years of experience working with tax preparers, we believe there are seven keys to building
your tax practice. Each area is equally important to another, and if they are all diligently employed and
maintained, they guarantee sustained success.

#1 – Proper Training and Continuing Professional Education
The foundation of a successful tax practice rests in your skills as a tax advisor and preparer, and that starts with
your training. If you haven’t yet earned an IRS-recognized credential as a tax preparer, you have a critical
decision to make. The three basic credentials are:




Enrolled Agent (EA)
Certified Public Accountant (CPA)
Registered Tax Return Preparer (RTRP)

If, as we assume, you are already a practicing tax preparer, earning the CPA credential is impractical since it
requires a 4 to 5 year accounting degree, 1 to 2 years of service in a CPA firm, and passage of the CPA exam.
That means your choices are mostlikely the EA or RTRP credential. At Tax Preparer Connections, we’ve written a
detailed white paper on choosing the RTRP or the EA based on many professional and personal factors. You can
access that piece for free at http://taxpreparerconnections.com/ptin-news/

Why the Enrolled Agent Credential May be Best for You . . .
For purposes of growing your tax practice, we believe the vast majority of preparers should earn the EA
credential since the IRS places this credentialholder at the top of the pyramid. The major difference between
earning the EA and the RTRP is the testing content. An RTRP is tested exclusively on Form 1040 issues, while an
EA is tested on individual, business, legal, and ethical issues. Passing the EA exam provides a solid foundation for
providing 1040, 1120, 1065, 990, tax advisory, and other related preparation services. It provides the skill set
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you need to handle the diverse needs of your clients. It also allows you to choose those areas of specialty you
believe will help grow that client list.
If you are serious about earning the EA credential, we recommend using the industry’s best test preparation
guide by Fast Forward Academy. We’ve endorsed other homestudy guides in the past, but none of them
compare to the Fast Forward materials because:
1. The system for preparation and taking the exam is focused on preparers who have not been in a
classroom learning environment for years. By tackling one test section at a time – studying for Part 1 –
Individuals and then taking that Part of the Exam only, then coming back and studying for Part 2, etc.,
Fast Forward has recorded better than 80 percent success rate by its students, far exceeding traditional
models where candidates crammed for all three sections and tested for all in one sitting.
2. The study guides are expertly outlined and supported with an unlimited, online test bank users can use
in their preparations.
3. Their guides are continually updated – almost daily in fact – when Fast Forward users take the exam and
report back on questions they had not studied for and/or topics that may be new with IRS
implementation of new tax year materials.
4. Fast Forward offers electronic and telephone support systems to help candidates through the most
difficult areas, and by tracking success in taking the online tests, they can determine when a candidate
is ready to take the exam.
To learn more about the Fast Forward Academy EA and RTRP homestudy courses, and to get the Tax Preparer
Connections of up to $150, click: http://fastforwardacademy.com/TPC
For more information on the EA exam at irs.gov: http://www.irs.gov/taxpros/agents/index.html

The Importance of Targeted Continuing Professional Education
A common industry misconception is that continuing professional education (CPE) is a “necessary evil” to
maintain your professional credential. For some, CPE programs are selected based on price rather than quality
while for others, education content is the primary factor in their selection.
We believe that education separates the true professional from the “tax tradesman.” With a constantly growing
tax code, new IRS regulations for tax preparers, and the growing encroachment of do-it-yourself tax software
and online preparation platforms, using CPE to sharpen and expand your skills can help you become a
“specialist” in a commodity-based industry. In my years as an association executive, I’ve seen how CPE provided
practitioners with a means to separate themselves from their competition.
Let me give you one example of how it saved a practice and the family who relied on it:
During a tax season in the mid-80s, a tax preparer friend died from a sudden and unforeseen heart attack,
leaving a wife and three young children. He worked as a sole practitioner and there was no contingency plan in
case of an emergency. His wife reached out for assistance from local colleagues and was able to have all
remaining returns prepared and timely filed by April 15, paying them 90 percent of the fees charged.
When tax season ended, she consulted with many friends and industry experts about selling the practice and
quickly found it would pay about 35 cents on the dollar – not nearly enough to sustain her family while she
looked for work and the means to train for employment. It was suggested that she take over the tax business
and use the 7½ months before the next tax season to train and reach out to retain clients. She decided to
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register for an Enrolled Agent Exam course and also registered for every individual and business tax seminar she
could find. Because of her tireless dedication (she only had one shot to take the exam before tax season), she
passed all four parts of the exam that September, and supplemented her new-found knowledge with over 100
hours of tax seminar education.
She not only salvaged 90 percent of the original clientele the following tax season, but she also began preparing
business tax returns her husband had chosen not to tackle in his 20-plus years of ownership . . . and increased
revenues by 15 percent! The following spring, she dove into estate planning and taxation and added practice
management coursework so she could run the business more efficiently. She added another 20 percent in
revenues over the next year, hired a full time accountant for her growing bookkeeping services, and brought
two preparers on board to handle 1040s so she could handle the business and estate tax returns herself.
Over the next ten years, this lady built a firm of 10 people and billed over $1 million. She expanded further into
financial planning and services to supplement her estate work, and eventually sold off the tax and accounting
business for nearly $750,000 while personally keeping the estates and financial planning book of business.
And she did it by exclusively using CPE to build and sharpen her skills. I often referred people facing similar
challenges to her, and she helped nearly every one of them conquer a bad situation. Many of those beneficiaries
have also reached out to help others . . . the chain reaction in full gear!
To this day, I will catch her “consulting” with a colleague in a quiet corner of a seminar event, and she always
tells me that CPE events are as valuable for the education as they are for networking. So, so true.
In today’s changing tax industry, education is what separates the “practitioner” from the “preparer.” Many can
rely on a tax program to make important elections and calculations for “run-of-the-mill” returns. But
experienced practitioners must possess the knowledge to tackle complex tax issues that tax programs simply
cannot, and that knowledge comes from quality CPE programs.
When you’re selecting a CPE program to attend, pay special attention to the course description and listing of
topics to be covered. Make sure the CPE provider is on the CPE registries for the National Association of State
Boards of Accountancy (NASBA) and the IRS. This proves they have gone through an exhaustive application
process to earn the designation (although it does not guarantee the quality of their products). If the firm
advertising a program doesn’t describe the reference materials you will receive by attending, or they don’t list
the presenters, call them for clarification. Don’t settle for a program with a two or three sentence course
description that omits presenter biographies.
For tax and accounting CPE, we suggest the following CPE providers we have worked with:
 GEAR UP Seminars. GEAR UP Seminars were originated by four California CPAs who tired of the
“necessary evil” delivery of CPE. After attending numerous CPE programs that amounted to repetitious
dog-and-pony shows and claiming they could do better, they launched a series of tax programs “by
practitioners for practitioners” that swept the nation in the 1980s, 90s, and into the 2000s. Their
presentations became the talk of the industry, and their reference guides were often called “tax bibles”
for the areas they addressed. In the mid-2000s, the firm was purchased by Thomson Reuters and still
delivers quality education “by practitioners for practitioners” across the country.
Website: www.gearup.com
 Fast Forward Academy. Fast Forward Academy is an online learning community for CPAs, EAs,
accountants, and tax professionals. They offer excellent and interactive coaching courses for those
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seeking a CPA or EA credential. They also offer great continuing professional education that qualifies
for IRS and many other credentialing agency requirements.
Website: http://store.fastforwardacademy.com/enrolled-agent-exam-prep.htm?partner_id=3.

#2 – A Viable AND Practical Business Plan
For many experienced accountants and tax preparers, developing a business plan seems almost sacrilegious.
Many have told me their business plan has been firmly etched in their brain since studying the model in college
or seeing how it was ignored in those early days working for a firm. While I agree that developing and
maintaining a complete business plan can be time consuming, it can also be invaluable in keeping you and your
business focused and efficient in pursuing your goals.
The most important ingredients of a business plan should include (in order):
1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY, which includes:
 Your mission and/or vision statement. The statement should capture your general focus.
A mission statement could be . . .
We provide valuable tax consulting and management services for individual and business clients seeking
to maximize their earnings and minimize their debts.
A vision statement could be . . .
We provide the expertise to help our clients realize their financial goals.
Most importantly, your mission/vision statement(s) should be a reflection of you and what is most
important and provides the energy to grow your business.
 Your company information, including when your business formed, the founders and their roles in the
business, number of employees and locations, and any other important information (silent investors,
independent consultants, etc.).
 Company growth highlights (if you are already established). This includes your profit increases or losses,
most often in a growth chart model.
 A description of your products and services.
 Financial information, especially if you are or will be seeking outside financing. This normally includes
periodic internal financial statements, or, if you have shareholders, an independently reviewed
statement prepared for stockholders.
 A summary of your future plans. The summary is normally broken down by year, with goals listed for
each year and a brief description as to how those goals will be pursued and achieved.

2. MARKET ANALYSIS, which includes:
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 Industry Description and Outlook. Describe your industry, including its current size and historic growth
rate as well as other trends and characteristics (e.g., life cycle stage, projected growth rate). Next, list
the major customer groups within your industry.
 Information about your target market(s). Narrow your target market to a manageable size. Many
businesses make the mistake of trying to appeal to too many target markets. Research and include the
following information about your market:


Distinguishing characteristics – What are the critical needs of your potential customers? Are
those needs being met? What are the demographics of the group and where are they
located? Are there any seasonal or cyclical purchasing trends that may impact your
business?



Size of the primary target market – In addition to the size of your market, what data can
you include about the annual purchases your market makes in your industry? What is the
forecasted market growth for this group? For more information, click this great market
research guide from the Small Business Association for tips and free government resources
that can help you build a market profile.



How much market share can you gain? – What is the market share percentage and number
of customers you expect to obtain in a defined geographic area? Explain the logic behind
your calculation.



Pricing and gross margin targets – Define your pricing structure and gross margin levels, and
any discount that you plan to use.

When you include information about any of the market tests or research studies you have completed,
be sure to focus only on the results of these tests. Any other details should be included in the appendix.
 Competitive Analysis. This should identify your competition by product line or service and market
segment. Assess the following characteristics of the competition:








Market share
Strengths and weaknesses
How important is your target market to your competitors?
Are there any barriers that may hinder you as you enter the market?
What is your window of opportunity to enter the market?
Are there any indirect or secondary competitors who may impact your success?
What barriers to market are there (e.g., changing technology, high investment cost, lack of
quality personnel)?

 Regulatory Restrictions. These include any customer or governmental regulatory requirements affecting
your business and how you will comply. This should obviously include IRS regulations for tax preparers,
any regulations or restrictions for credentials you or staff members may possess (insurance or
investment licenses, accounting credentials, etc.).
More helpful SBA links:
Breakeven Analysis: Know When you can Expect a Profit
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When, Why, and How to Calculate Potential Market
Conducting Market Research – Includes tips and free government resources to help you build a profile of
your target market.
3. COMPANY DESCRIPTION. The company description section of your business plan provides a high-level
review of the different elements of your business. This is akin to an extended elevator pitch and can help
readers and potential investors quickly understand the goal of your business and its unique proposition.
What to Include:


The nature of your business and the marketplace needs that you are trying to satisfy.



How your products and services meet these needs.



Specific consumers, organizations or businesses that your company serves or will serve.



Competitive advantages that you believe will make your business a success such as your
location, expert personnel, efficient operations, or ability to bring value to your customers.

Related Links:
Why Your Business Needs an Elevator Pitch (and Tips on How to Target it to your Audience)
Stand Out from the Crowd - 7 Tips for Creating a Marketing Message that Sticks
4. ORGANIZATION AND MANAGEMENT. This section should include:
 Organizational Structure. A simple but effective way to lay out the structure of your company is to
create an organizational chart with a narrative description. This will prove that you're leaving nothing
to chance, you've thought out exactly who is doing what, and there is someone in charge of every
function of your company. Nothing will fall through the cracks, and nothing will be done three or four
times over. To a potential investor or employee, that is very important.
 Ownership Information. This section should also include the legal structure of your business along with
the subsequent ownership information it relates to. Have you incorporated your business? If so, is it a C
or S corporation? Or perhaps you have formed a partnership with someone. If so, is it a general or
limited partnership? Or maybe you are a sole proprietor.
Important ownership information that should be incorporated into your business plan includes names
of owners; percentage ownership; extent of involvement with the company; forms of ownership (i.e.,
common stock, preferred stock, general partner, limited partner); outstanding equity equivalents (i.e.,
options, warrants, convertible debt), and common stock (i.e., authorized or issued)

.

 Management Profiles One of the strongest factors for success in any growth company is the ability and
track record of its owner/management team, so let your reader know about the key people in your
company and their backgrounds. Provide resumes that include the following information:




Name
Position (include brief position description along with primary duties)
Primary responsibilities and authority
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Education
Unique experience and skills
Prior employment
Special skills
Past track record
Industry recognition
Community involvement
Number of years with company
Compensation basis and levels (make sure these are reasonable -- not too high or too low)

Be sure you quantify achievements (e.g. "Managed a sales force of ten people," "Managed a department
of fifteen people," "Increased revenue by 15 percent in the first six months," "Expanded the retail
outlets at the rate of two each year," "Improved the customer service as rated by our customers from a
60 percent to a 90 percent rating").
Also highlight how the people surrounding you complement your own skills. If you're just starting out,
show how each person's unique experience will contribute to the success of your venture.
 Board of Directors' Qualifications. The major benefit of an unpaid advisory board is that it can provide
expertise that your company cannot otherwise afford. A list of well-known, successful business
owners/managers can go a long way toward enhancing your company's credibility and perception of
management expertise.
If you have a board of directors, be sure to gather the following information when developing the
outline for your business plan:






Names
Positions on the board
Extent of involvement with company
Background
Historical and future contribution to the company's success

5. MARKETING AND SALES MANAGEMENT. Marketing is the process of creating customers, and customers
are the lifeblood of your business. In this section, the first thing you want to do is define your marketing
strategy. There is no single way to approach a marketing strategy; your strategy should be part of an
ongoing business-evaluation process and unique to your company. However, there are common steps you
can follow which will help you think through the direction and tactics you would like to use to drive sales
and sustain customer loyalty.


An overall marketing strategy should include four different strategies:
-

A market penetration strategy.

-

A growth strategy. This strategy for building your business might include: an internal
strategy such as how to increase your human resources, an acquisition strategy such as
buying another business, a franchise strategy for branching out, a horizontal strategy where
you would provide the same type of products to different users, or a vertical strategy where
you would continue providing the same products but would offer them at different levels of
the distribution chain.
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-

Channels of distribution strategy. Choices for distribution channels could include original
equipment manufacturers (OEMs), an internal sales force, distributors, or retailers.

-

Communication strategy. How are you going to reach your customers? Usually a
combination of the following tactics works the best: promotions, advertising, public
relations, personal selling, and printed materials such as brochures, catalogs, flyers, etc.

Your overall sales strategy should include two primary elements:
-

A sales force strategy. If you are going to have a sales force, do you plan to use internal or
independent representatives? How many salespeople will you recruit for your sales force?
What type of recruitment strategies will you use? How will you train your sales force? What
about compensation for your sales force?

-

Your sales activities. When you are defining your sales strategy, it is important that you
break it down into activities. For instance, you need to identify your prospects. Once you
have made a list of prospects, you need to prioritize the contacts, selecting the leads with
the highest potential to buy first. Next, identify the number of sales calls you will make over
a certain period of time. From there, you need to determine the average number of sales
calls you will need to make per sale, the average dollar size per sale, and the average dollar.

6. SERVICE OR PRODUCT LINE. Describe your service and/or product, emphasizing the benefits to potential
and current customers. Focus on why your particular product will fill a need for your target customers.
What to Include in Your Service or Product Line Section:


Description of Your Product/Service. Include information about the specific benefits of your
product or service – from your customers' perspective. You should also talk about your product or
service's ability to meet consumer needs, any advantages your product has over that of the
competition, and the current development stage your product is in (e.g., idea, prototype).



Details About Your Product’s Life Cycle. Be sure to include information about where your product
or service is in its life cycle, as well as any factors that may influence its cycle in the future.



Intellectual Property. If you have any existing, pending, or any anticipated copyright or patent
filings, list them here. Also disclose whether any key aspects of a product may be classified as trade
secrets. Last, include any information pertaining to existing legal agreements, such as
nondisclosure or non-compete agreements.



Research and Development (R&D) Activities. Outline any R&D activities that you are involved in or
are planning. What results of future R&D activities do you expect? Be sure to analyze the R&D
efforts of not only your own business, but also of others in your industry.

7. FUNDING REQUEST. If you are seeking funding for your business venture, use this section to outline your
requirements. Your funding request should include the following information:




Your current funding requirement.
Any future funding requirements over the next five years.
How you intend to use the funds you receive: Is the funding request for capital expenditures?
Working capital? Debt retirement? Acquisitions? Whatever it is, be sure to list it in this section.
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Any strategic financial situational plans for the future, such as: a buyout, being acquired, debt
repayment plan, or selling your business. These areas are extremely important to a future creditor,
since they will directly impact your ability to repay your loan(s).

When you are outlining your funding requirements, include the amount you want now and the amount
you want in the future. Also include the time period that each request will cover, the type of funding
you would like to have (e.g., equity, debt), and the terms that you would like to have applied. To support
your funding request you’ll also need to provide historical and prospective financial information.
8. FINANCIAL PROJECTIONS. The company financials should be developed after you've analyzed the market
and set clear objectives. That's when you can allocate resources efficiently. The following is a list of the
critical financial statements to include in your business plan packet.


Historical Financial Data. If you own an established business, you will be requested to supply
historical data related to your company's performance. Most creditors request data for the last
three to five years, depending on the length of time you have been in business.
The historical financial data you would want to include would be your company's income
statements, balance sheets, and cash flow statements for each year you have been in business
(usually for up to three to five years). Often creditors are also interested in any collateral that you
may have that could be used to ensure your loan, regardless of the stage of your business.



Prospective Financial Data. All businesses, whether startup or growing, will be required to supply
prospective financial data. Most of the time, creditors will want to see what you expect your
company to be able to do within the next five years. Each year's documents should include
forecasted income statements, balance sheets, cash flow statements, and capital expenditure
budgets. For the first year, you should supply monthly or quarterly projections. After that, you can
stretch it to quarterly and/or yearly projections for years two through five.
Make sure that your projections match your funding requests; creditors will be on the lookout for
inconsistencies. It's much better if you catch mistakes before they do. If you have made
assumptions in your projections, be sure to summarize what you have assumed. This way, the
reader will not be left guessing.
Finally, include a short analysis of your financial information. Include a ratio and trend analysis for
all of your financial statements (both historical and prospective). Since pictures speak louder than
words, you may want to add graphs of your trend analysis (especially if they are positive).

MORE HELPFUL INFORMATION LINKS:





Where do I get "start-up" money?
Finding a Niche: Make Your Business Plan Stand Out
Guide For Writing a Business Plan
Additional Resources

#3 – Image Branding and Marketing Strategies
One of the biggest challenges small businesses face in today’s economy is branding their image and how much
to invest in marketing. The recent economic recession has forced businesses, families, and individuals to cut
expense, and those cuts have often negatively impacted what is invested.
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First, it is important to understand that marketing is multi-faceted. It includes important functions like image
creation and maintenance, public relations and community outreach, and advertising. For the small or sole
practitioner firm, it can be a daunting challenge to sustain efforts in these areas. The goal of this section is to
show you how you can efficiently set up your marketing program and how you can sustain consistency so it
produces ongoing positive results.

PERSONAL AND OFFICE APPEARANCE
Don’t be mistaken, for small firms the company image begins with the owner. You literally create the company
brand through “appearances.” I’ve read plenty and heard countless presentations on “success” philosophies.
I’m also very keen to the diverse clientele that tax preparers service and the need to dress and present an office
according to that client market.
So here are some rules I think you should follow in presentation:
1. You should always be clean and have fresh breath. When I socialize outside the accounting and tax
realm and bring up tax preparers, you would be amazed at the stereotypes people paint. Terms like
“scruffy,” “unkept,” and “ ripe” are often bandied about. In effect, people stereotype you before they
even meet you, so it is important to make that first impression tear down those images.
2. Your hair should always be cut or styled, and it should be combed or set so people can see your eyes. A
hairstyle that hinders eye contact makes a client or prospect think you are hiding something. A hairstyle
that distracts (pulling it out of the eyes, fluffing, etc.) can, at worst, antagonize and, at least, distract.
3. Your clothing should look new (nothing faded or old-looking, no thread-bare areas, etc.). It should
always be wrinkle and stain-free, and you should look neat and comfortable wearing it. Projecting a neat
appearance tells the client or prospect that you have pride and expectations – two qualities they will
admire and embrace.
4. Your lobby or greeting area should be bright, vibrant, neat and clean. Stay away from dark wall colors,
brooding artwork, and worn furniture (unless you are displaying an antique or family heirloom that can
spark conversation). Have only select reading materials available and be sure they are current. Having
lots of reading material and/or dated material sends a subliminal message that one will be waiting a
long time to see you. Soft, background music is also a nice touch to help emit a tranquil environment.
Finally, be sure baseboards, window sills, and ceiling corners are consistently dusted. A gentle fragrance
– one that doesn’t overpower or seem to mask an odor – is also a great touch.
5. Your office should also be clean and neat. Files, especially client files, should never be viewable to a
client, not just because of the new privacy laws but also because it tells the client you wouldn’t protect
their privacy when other clients are in that office. Your office should be decorated to express your
personal and business experiences, whether it displays products from a personal hobby or cultural
interest or something you feel passionately about. Your professional certifications, memberships, or
community-related accomplishments should be displayed in nice frames (not taped to a wall or pinned
on a board) so it projects your pride and honor.
Remember, your office is not only a meeting place but also a work space. We all struggle at times to
motivate, so anything you can include in your office to help energize you is important. One friend of
mine displayed golf putters and a 1970’s vintage ball return machine along a wall with a nicely-crafted
sign that said “Deduction Assessment Department.” You can just imagine the comments and
conversations that “sprung” from that, as well as a few practice putts before and even during a meeting.
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PROJECTING YOUR BUSINESS IMAGE
Your company image is also an extension of you, the owner, and it must project a message clients and prospects
can easily understand. Image begins with your logo or identifying symbol. While many small firms don’t have the
money to invest in development of a logo and its branding on signage, letterhead, business cards, and
communications pieces, you can still create one at little or no cost.
The typestyle you use for your company name could serve as your logo. Check out these and ask yourself what
they project to you:

Tax Preparer Connections
To me, this projects a boldness in pride and approach . . . self-confidence.

Tax Preparer Connections
This projects a more creative and imaginative tone . . . a “free spirit” tone.
Tax Preparer Connections
This rings “old school” with almost a typewriter or a Western Union wire feel to it.

Tax Preparer Connections
This projects a clean, no nonsense image like “what you see is what you get.”

Tax Preparer Connections
This projects a formality that intimates order and adherence to the rules.
Can you picture the logos for Coca Cola, Hershey, Canon, CNN, and Sony? Their logo is simply their name.

Now, consider the image when we add color, a simple visual, and a focused tagline:

This template was created using images bought from online stock photo vendors for less than $15. The
typefaces came from our Microsoft Office word program. This can be used to create letterhead, return
envelopes, business cards, informational brochures, and other pieces generated in-house from our Microsoft
Office Suite of programs.
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So, whether you’re on a shoestring budget or plan a substantial investment in your logo, create an image that
positively projects you and your business since it will often be the first impression you make on potential clients.

LOW COST MARKETING OPPORTUNITIES
Marketing is essentially “getting yourself out there.” If you’ve taken the time to develop your business plan,
you’ve identified the economic make-up of your community and the target markets within it. That information
will be very helpful in developing your outreach plan. The best ways to reach out include:
1. Charitable contributions and participation. Every community has established and popular charitable
activities, and those charities often welcome financial advisory help as well as volunteerism. As a word
of caution, be very careful when you volunteer your professional services since “Murphy’s Law” coupled
with the opportunity to get costly services handled free of charge, can quickly consume your time. By
carefully specifying the free service you can donate – tax management counseling, filing of the annual
990, etc. – you avoid a bad outcome.
2. Participation in annual local sports, civic, or cultural events like run-walk marathons, fundraisers, or
festivals/fairs. Again, be specific in how you will participate.
3. Tax-oriented presentations before professional, civic, and education groups. Never undersell the value
of your expertise, especially when current events impact it. Congress, state legislatures, and local
councils are always proposing tax changes and they do a very poor job of communicating them. An
independent “tax expert” can provide objective insight into the impact such proposals can have on
taxpayers and businesses, and believe me, organizations and networking groups are constantly looking
for good speakers.
4. Periodic articles for your local daily and weekly newspapers, shopping guides, and magazines. If you’re
already committing to making presentations before local groups, you have the material for 250 to 500
word articles. The outline of your speech can easily become the outline for an article. A great rule to
follow for both presentations and articles is “tax planning and management issues in the summer and
fall, and tax reporting issues for winter and early spring.”
5. Volunteerism at your local economic development and/or business career center, community college, or
business school as a mentor for aspiring entrepreneurs. Again, be specific in saying you want to advise
entrepreneurs to insure you network with potential clients.
6. Client “Bring-a-Friend” mixers. If you have an established clientele and can afford the $500 to $1,000
investment, you should consider a mixer that offers your clients an incentive to attend AND bring a
friend (potential client). Anchor the event with a presentation you make or, if you have the connections,
a presentation by a specialty expert (long term care, investment/retirement management, healthcare
considerations, etc.). Also consider offering each client who brings a friend a nominal discount on their
next appointment.
Schedule the mixer either in the mid-afternoon or early morning so you avoid having to serve a meal
and can offer less-costly snack items and beverages. An early morning (9 a.m.) or mid-afternoon (3 p.m.)
function often works best since it doesn’t sap the workday or conflict with family functions. Be sure you
have staff or a friend at the entrance to register people. They should have a pre-registration guest list
with each person’s contact information (including e-mail address) and a sign-up sheet seeking the same
information for any friends your clients may bring. If possible, seat people at tables so they can lay out
materials and their food and drink. Name tents at each place setting are nice because you can match
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people up based on similar interests (your hostess can use a seating chart to direct people as they
register or you can use it like a game like “find your name tent”).
You should devote yourself to meeting and greeting your guests, providing the handout materials (along
with your business card), and making introductions to allow your guests to expand their networking.
Above all, stick to the advertised schedule. Your guests will appreciate it since it won’t screw up their
schedules, and they’ll be more receptive to attending again in the future.

#4 – Providing Excellent Customer Service
Excellent Customer Service Can Make You Stand Out
Let's face it, without the customer, there would be no business. And when you look at two businesses that offer
similar services, what drives customers to one over the other?
Sometimes it is price, but more often than not, especially when it comes to something like getting their taxes
done, it is the service they receive.
If a customer feels like you are giving them personal attention to their financial situation, asking them questions,
and listening to them, they will feel special. Sure, they can go down the street and get the same service cheaper,
but would it really be the same service?
Here are some keys to excellent customer service that can set you apart from the competition:

Be a good listener. Take the time to identify your customer's needs by asking questions and concentrating on
what your customer is really saying. Listen to their words, tone of voice, body language, and most importantly,
how they feel. Beware of making assumptions - thinking you intuitively know what they want. Do you know
what three things are most important to your customer?
And as you listen to your customer, you can actually open up other revenue streams by accommodating their
other needs above and beyond completing their taxes. But more on that later.

Be a clear communicator. Most misunderstandings are from lack of communication. Whether it is your staff
or your employees, be sure you are clear in what you are going to do and what you expect them to do. A great
way to do this with customers is by using Engagement Letters.
An engagement letter lays out specifically what you will be doing for the client and what you expect to be paid
for those services. Tax Preparer Connections Members have access to a variety of sample engagement letters in
the member only section of TaxPreparerConnections.com.

Give more than expected. This can go a long way to setting you apart from your competition.
Perhaps it is as simple as gourmet coffee and fresh cookies at the conference table to make them feel more
comfortable at their appointment. Or maybe it is offering to do their teenager's 1040EZ for free.
Think hard about what you can offer your clients that they cannot get elsewhere.
You want to be sure their experience with you from the first phone call to the completed return and any
possible follow up is a positive and pleasant experience. Yes, pleasant and paying taxes may be tough to put in
one sentence, but you can achieve this with your customer.
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Treat your employees well. If you want your customers to be treated well by your employees, you need to
set the example by treating your employees well. It is just as important to gain their loyalty as it is your
customers.
An employee is often the first voice and first face your clients will see, so make sure your employees are up to
this vital contact. It's fairly simple:


Remember to thank and make your employees feel appreciated (especially if it is your spouse or a
relative helping);



Get your team the proper training, whether this is something you do yourself or have someone else do.
If you want things done a certain way, kindly let them know. This can save a lot of time and aggravation;



Be sure they have the proper equipment. Budget equipment updates so everyone is running at peak
efficiency. And, a lot can be said for a comfortable desk chair! It does not have to be expensive, but it
has to be the proper fit, right?

One tax preparer friend always amazes me with the things he does to keep employees motivated and happy.
During the hectic tax season, he has surprised employees with “chair messages” and free tanning packages from
a local client; theme parties on Saturdays after work (Hawaiian Lei-awls, wine tasting, Cajun food, movie outings,
etc.), and even a surprise visit from a comedian appearing at a local club. Needless to say, those employees are
happy and productive during the most stressful time of the year (as well as watching for the next surprise!).

Ask for feedback. Always ask for and encourage feedback from your clients on your service. The best time to
conduct a customer satisfaction survey is when the experience is fresh in their minds. So at the conclusion of
your service to them, simply ask "How satisfied are you with the service you received?"
If you've gotten them a refund, or helped them save on the amount of taxes they had to pay, they will most
likely give you a positive response. This is also a great time to ask them if they would be willing to refer you to
someone and handing them a few of your business cards.
But don't just use this valuable feedback time as a moment to boost business. Most people, if they are unhappy
or not, may not tell you that to your face. They just won't come back, and they certainly won't refer anyone. So
you may want to follow up with a survey, either on paper or by email.
When you do get feedback, listen, be open, and then try to find a solution.

Give Your Customer Attention All Year. You have a unique business where you may only see your clients
once a year. So it is important you give them some attention all year long, otherwise they can be easily swayed
to go to another tax preparer. This is not hard to do. You can do it through direct mail, email or both.
It can be as simple as sending one short email each month with a tip on finances or taxes, or a monthly
newsletter with many tax and personal tips for success. If you prefer to add some direct mail, you can create
postcards or mail a newsletter to your clients.
And don't be afraid to get a little personal. Let them know you just got back from weekend or a vacation with
your family, and that you really enjoyed spending some "down" time with your spouse and kids. Remind them
to take time out, even if just for a few hours, and spend it with their loved ones.
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If you just had a baby, or one just graduated, or celebrated some other milestone, let them know about that.
You don't have to go in great detail, just a little so they feel like they are dealing with a person and not "a
corporate entity".
Introduce your staff through some of your emails so when they call, they know who they are talking to.
Just be sure you are making contact throughout the year so when it comes to tax time, they won't hesitate to
trust YOU with their most personal information.
Follow these guidelines and you will be well on your way to offering great customer service which will set you
apart from your competitors. Never underestimate the importance of great customer service. This will build
loyalty and referrals for your business.

# 5 – Managing Your Time
Getting more done in the same 24 hours!
Each day we all have the same amount of time to get things done—24 hours. Yet why is it that some people
manage to accomplish so much more in those 24 hours than others?
When it comes to running your own accounting and/or tax practice, it is especially important that you maximize
the use of your time because that has a huge impact on how much money your business will make.
Your basic goal is not to "manage time" but to get more done. Yes, we all have the same 24 hours, but how is it
some people are able to get a lot more done than others?
Our fist thought is often, "well, I just need to manage my time better," and that is probably true. But it's more
about coming up with a system to get things done in a timely manner.
When it comes to time management, we can spend more time working on systems to manage our time than
actually getting anything done. Whether you are using a fancy color coded system on your iPad or a simple
piece of paper and a pen, it all comes down to creating an efficient "To Do" list and getting the things on the
list DONE.
That's it. Sounds simple enough, doesn't it? Not quite. There are many ways to derail your “to do” list, so here
are some keys to staying focused and being productive:

Create Multiple Lists
Not to overwhelm you with more tasks, but the first thing you have to do is create a variety of lists. Look, if you
make one “to do” list with "complete project x" on it, that is not going to be helpful. "Project x" probably has 10
to 15 various steps to it before it is completed. Instead of having one super-long, super-scattered list, it’s much
more powerful to have several lists that you refer to for different reasons.
Here are some lists you might find useful:
1. Daily “to-do” list. This is the “worker bee” of your lists. It covers the top tasks you aim to complete each
day, and is ranked in order of priority. The daily list chunks down your project or monthly goals list so
you can get things done.
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2. Project lists. If you have ongoing personal or business projects, project lists and timelines are invaluable.
You can sketch out the entire project from start to finish and move the next item on the list to your daily
list. (Note: Some people prefer “mind maps” or calendar-type schedules instead of straight lists. (See
link below for more details.)
3. Annual goals list. On an annual basis, take time to review your long-term goals in every area of your life.
This will drive your priorities and daily “to-dos.”
4. Monthly goals list. Break your annual goals down to monthly goals and keep track of them here. Review
these on . . . you guessed it . . . a monthly basis.
5. Personal goals list. While it isn’t necessary, you may want to separate your personal goals (health,
relationship, spirituality, etc.) from business goals and keep track of those objectives on a separate list.
6. “Bucket” list. Bucket lists have become all the rage, since the movie by the same name with Morgan
Freeman and Jack Nicholson hit the screens a few years back. Keeping a running list of lifetime goals can
be a fun and inspirational way to channel your energy.
But a Bucket List can also be a great way to set in motion the ability to achieve those big goals you
dream about. For example, if you are a staff of 1 and would like to see your business grow to 20 staff
members and a second location, put that goal on your list! When you write it down, you have a much
better chance of achieving it because you begin the steps of moving towards that goal.
The number and kind of lists you keep current is entirely a personal preference. The advantage of having more
than one list is that you can quickly get a snapshot of where you are on any given project or area of your life. The
downside is, of course, that it takes time to manage and review these various documents. You may discover you
like to keep your daily “to do” list in a small spiral notebook you can tuck into your pocket or handbag, while the
longer-term lists work best in a dedicated binder or computer file. I like using 3"x5" cards for my daily tasks. I
write one each day with 6 tasks I plan to accomplish that day.
A little experimentation will help you figure out what types of lists work best for you.

Prioritize Your Lists
Even if you successfully get into the habit of limiting yourself to 6 to 10 items in your daily to-do list, you’re
probably going to run into some obstacles along the way. For one, you may find that the same few tasks seem to
get forwarded on from day to day, never quite getting finished. You also might discover that you spend the bulk
of your productive time on the easiest tasks on your list, leaving the tougher (and often more important) items
for last.
Human nature being what it is, it’s common to start with the easy stuff and avoid what we don’t really want to
do. This tendency can be especially true if you’re self-employed and setting your own goals and job
responsibilities (funny how that works!).
Brian Tracy wrote a great book called "Eat That Frog". I highly recommend it. He talks a lot about prioritizing
and how we often take a look at a list and do the "quick and easy" things first. It makes us feel productive
because we have just fired off five or six things fairly fast.
But actually you are not being productive. Instead you should look at your list and consider which item will bring
you in the most profit. Often that is your "ugliest frog" and often the item that will take the most effort.
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His theory is, if you "eat" your ugliest frog first thing every morning, you will find yourself far more productive. It
works! It's also fun to look at your list and pick out your "ugly frog".

Getting Time to Get the Work Done
Making all of these lists is great, but how do you actually get the work done?
First, STOP CHECKING YOUR EMAIL! This can be the one thing that ruins any plans you have to tackle your list.
I know I've been guilty of this. I will stop in the middle of a task to check my email and, of course, there is an
email I feel compelled to take care of immediately. So I stop and deal with the email issue, and when I get back
to my original task, I have to take some time to figure out where I was to get my head back into it.
Do this 2 to 3 times every hour and nothing gets done! You do not need to check your email that often! For the
most part, whatever is in there can wait an hour or more. And seriously, if it is an emergency, they will call.
Instead, set aside specific times throughout the day to check and answer email.
Designate some "do not disturb" time so you can focus on a task. One option is to set a timer for 50 minutes and
focus on one thing for that time. When the timer goes off, spend the next 10 to 20 minutes doing something
else, like returning a phone call or checking email. Then, if you need to, set the timer for another 50 minutes to
work on a task, and so on.

Don't Forget to Re-evaluate Your Lists
It never hurts to go over your lists to re-prioritize and evaluate how you are going to get tasks completed.
Remember, you don't have to be the one to “do it all.” You can also delegate some of this to staff people or
contract with someone to handle some items. Yes, it costs money, but you have to consider how much your
time is worth. Sometimes it makes much more sense to hire out or delegate tasks or even the whole project.
If you do have staff or contract with other people, a great way to keep track of everything is through a site called
Trello.com. Trello.com is a very cool collaboration tool that organizes your projects into boards. In one glance,
Trello tells you what's being worked on, who is working on what, and where something is in the process. And
best of all . . . IT IS FREE!
Even if you are doing most of it yourself, Trello can keep you on track with your projects.

Now Go Out There and Get Things Done!
If you want your business to grow and thrive, you have to take the time to plan your “time.” If you keep using
this type of system, whether on an I-Pad or by pen and paper, you will find yourself being more organized and
accomplishing more and more in that 24 hour day. Do this and you will see more success in your business.

#6 -- Getting Paid
You did the work, now reap the rewards!
One thing many tax preparers and other business owners dread is dealing with unpaid invoices and collecting
money from customers. If you want to get paid for the work you do, here are some tips that can help you get
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paid quicker and even by those tough, slow paying clients.
1. When you create an invoice put a due date prominently on it. Many people put “net 14 days” or “net
30 days” on an invoice, but adding an actual date can be much more effective.
2. Include the invoice with the tax return. Don't mail out the invoice separately. Hand it to them with their
copy of the return. You can put all the documents they gave you, a copy of the return, and the invoice in
a folder with your business name on the front of the folder.
3. Ask for payment up front when you meet and collect their tax documents. One larger firm told us they
do this for most of their clients. If you aren’t comfortable with that, ask for a 50 percent deposit.
4. Accept credit cards. Accepting credit cards gives your clients another option to pay. Setting this up can
be easy to do and does not have to be expensive. We use MidWest Transaction Group. They can quickly
and easily get you set up and accepting credit cards. At Tax Preparer Connections, we get a discount on
processing fees with MidWest Transaction Group, plus they do not charge for government-mandated
PCI Compliance (an annual requirement). You can also check out your bank for credit card processing.
No matter who you decide to use, be sure you are aware of all the fees involved, including fees for PCI
Compliance. Remember, fees vary from provider to provider.
5. Get permission to direct debit. You would need them to sign an authorization agreement to do this, and
you should check with your attorney for proper language to include on such a form. A firm we know gets
permission to use the same account a refund is going into and submits the debit 30 days after e-filing.
6. Send statements out each month. Sending a statement each month gives you a chance to go over who
owes your business money and how much. You can also decide if you need to take further action. For
your customers, it is a good reminder that they owe you money.
7. Send overdue accounts a "red invoice." One tax preparer told me he sends out the same invoice only
on red paper for those who have not paid. He is amazed at how many people not only pay, but call him
up to apologize for being late.
8. Call and talk to them. Let them know you appreciate their business but you need to know when they
will be paying this overdue invoice. Get them give you a specific date for your receiving payment.
Always remember to follow the three F's: Be Friendly, Firm, and Focused. Never end a conversation
without securing a commitment. Otherwise it is a failed phone call.
9. You may want to offer a payment plan. If they are using a credit card for the payment plan, you may
want to consider charging extra to cover the expenses of extra credit card fees.
10. You could file a claim in Small Claims Court. You need to check into your location for details of the law
and court requirements. One tax preparer told us he prefers to use this option over the more expensive
option of a collections agency.
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11. Have your attorney send a letter to your client. Often if a client gets a such a letter, they will pay right
away to avoid risking further litigation. But remember, this is an expensive option.
12. Collections agency. This, too, can be costly and should only be used as a last resort.
Lastly, keep in mind that sometimes you need to "fire" a client. If they are consistently difficult to collect
payment from, consider letting that client know that you are no longer able to prepare their taxes. It saves
continued aggravation and time . . . time you can use to secure a better client!

#7 – The Need to Diversify Your Services
If you are a 1040-oriented tax practice, it is important that you understand that you are competing in a
commodity-based market where there is little, if any differentiation between firms. You must also compete
against the national tax preparation franchises and the fast-growing online 1040 preparation services.

Don’t be fooled or become complacent because your clients are being solicited at least
once a month by your competitors!
One viable solution to separating yourself from your competitors is to diversify the services you offer. Here are
four service areas you could quickly expand into from your 1040 business:
1. Business tax preparation. If you prepare federal 1040s with schedules, you are already dabbling in
business tax preparation. If you’re non-credentialed and have to earn an IRS-recognized credential to
retain your preparer privileges, give serious consideration to taking the Enrolled Agent examination
since it extensively covers preparation of 1120 and 1065 returns. Many 1040-only preparers who have
used the Fast Forward Academy EA Homestudy Course have added business tax preparation to their
service list because they gained so much knowledge and confidence from the business tax section of the
guide. It is a natural transition for the experienced tax preparer, and it opens the door to more businessrelated services you can offer as you begin developing a business clientele.
2. Payroll tax filings (not processing). At several 1040 tax seminars last fall, surveys revealed that payroll
tax reporting was fast surpassing write-up as the fastest-growing service within accounting and tax
firms. Many surveyed commented that small businesses don’t want the hassle of filing the 940 and 941
returns, and it takes minimal time for preparers to master that job. The secret, they say, is to duplicate it
with several clients to make it profitable.
3. Tax Representation. As the IRS continues to step up compliance programs and automated IRS systems
cause problems for taxpayers, effective problem resolution services are becoming more important.
Watch for more details this summer on a Do-it-Yourself Tax Representation service through
www.TaxPreparerConnections.com that will provide tutorials to help you master representation skills
and profitably charge for the service!
4. Tax Planning (or “Tax Minimization”) Services. As a tax preparer, you deal with tax code and law every
day. You intimately understand deductions and shelters, and I’m sure you’ve seen countless instances
where clients made unwise decisions leading to more tax exposure. It wouldn’t take long for you to sift
through your tax files to identify clients who could benefit from a “tax minimization” consultation during
the coming summer. You can prepare an easy-to-use template that identifies areas of concern or
opportunity for clients and develop a strategic tax plan. Charge a flat fee for the appointment or base
the fee on a percentage of estimated savings. It’s as close to a no-brainer as you can get.
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Here are two more tutorials on services that TPC has launched that can grow your bottom line:
1. Business Consulting. Our video tutorials not only show you how to sell clients on this valuable service,
but they show you how to develop the skills to perform a consultation and how to charge for it.
2. Financial Services. How many tax returns did you prepare that had IRA, 401(k), and other investmentrelated reporting on it? Have you ever considered reaching out to those clients to help them better
manage those investments, protect them from economic fluctuations, and maximize their returns? This
new TPC service shows you exactly how to develop the service, effectively solicit clients, sell them, and
close the deal. It can easily become a lucrative service for your clients and a lucrative revenue source for
your firm.
Check them out at www.taxpreparerconnections.com.

Concluding Thoughts
Our goal is to provide you with ideas and strategies to grow your tax practice and we hope you find this useful.
Nothing ever comes easy, but those who meticulously plan and execute will reap many rewards.
As always, we welcome your thoughts and ideas on building a successful tax practice!
Sincerely,
Jon A. Hayes and Joanne M. Hayes,
Tax Preparer Connections
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