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All rely on the internet in
some form or fashion.
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ach year, tax preparation programs migrate to sleeker, more intuitive
versions of their former selves. This year is no exception, The compe
tition among tax software is fierce, and marketing efforts focus more
and more on time-saving features, enhanced productivity and quick
updates available over the Internet

A few years aqo, a seasoned tax professional with 25 years in the
business told me, categorically, that the Internet would “never be
used too much” for tax preparation, His thesis: practitioners were too
concerned about security and were too set in their ways to learn complicated new pro
grams; it simply took too much time away from billable hours, No doubt many people
believed the same thing, but were proven wrong when banking, business-to-business
sales and other industries exploded because of online capabilities.

In fact, one of the most salient facts about this year's group of reviewed software is
this: They all rely on the Internet in some form or fashion. Interestingly, that reliance is
likely being driven by customer demand for convenience and quick updates

For example, all products in this review emphasize efiling, an evolution from prior
years. The IRS has even moved to this way of thinking by requiring some filers with a
certain level of assets to file electronically. Surprised? However, given today's enhanced
security, improved firewalls and [T sophistication, the sheer volume of work is accom
plished more quickly and easily by everyane

These products offer initial installation via disk (CD or DVD), Internet only or some
combination thereof, Some do offer updates by disk, but this reviewer predicts that
option will disappear soon, Users simply don't have time to wait for a disk to appear
at their offices and provide personnel time to download it—sometimes on multiple
machines—uwhen a simple click provides it instantaneously. Some Internet updates are
seamless and appear without the user even having to get involved, And, If a user needs
to know, most of these programs offer an alert to those changes

Hats are off to these vendors for quickly integrating Hurricane Katrina tax relief
information. Very quickly, the IRS acted to offer significant tax breaks for those affected
by the devastation along the Texas Gulf Coast, Likewise, tax software firms quickly
integrated the changes to their programs.

Tax software firms are growing more savvy in their add-ons as well, from bank
products; mortgage tie-ins; and identification of clients with a potential for enhanced
revenue through college planning, IRAs, retirement and more. As the market becomes
more competitive and practitioners become used to these revenue producers, users will
increasingly seek software that will aid in these efforts

In the annual update area, the reviewed products all show a dedication to con-
tinuous product improvement. The K-1-—that oh-so-troublesome animal for practitio
ners—recelved quite a bit of attention this year from software engineers. The result is
that these programs do an even better job of integrating K-1s and enhancing how they
integrate with the rest of the tax forms

The by-word in software selection is “choice.” Never before have software purchasers
had such a plethora of selection from vendors anxiously vying for thelr business. The
options run the gamut from pay-as-you-go to pre-purchasing complicated software
for unlimited use. The buyer absolutely must look at several programs, targeted to his
or her size of practice, before making a decision. Much depends on the type of clients
served, their size and complexity, and how many the practice plans to serve within a
given period of time

No matter which program you select, you can count on excellent customer sup
port, expanded customer service hours during tax season and a strong willingness
to listen to customer needs, That particular development, while not as revolutionary
as the Internet has been to tax software, provides a solid base from which all other
developments grow. G
By Alysia McDonald
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